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Abstract

The Ohrid Framework Agreement (OFA), signed in 2001 to end armed
conflict in what was then the Republic of Macedonia (subsequently
renamed North Macedonia in 2019), is widely regarded as a successful
model of international conflict management and ethnic accommodation.
This article critically examines its longer-term democratic implications,
focusing on whether the prioritisation of stability and interethnic balance
has constrained substantive democratisation. Drawing on qualitative
institutional analysis informed by critical theory and peace studies, the
study explores the relationship between power-sharing arrangements,
governance, and democratic development.

The findings suggest that while the OFA reduced the risk of renewed
conflict and improved minority representation, it also entrenched
ethnically segmented governance, strengthened party elites as brokers
of collective rights, and contributed to patterns of patronage. In this
sense, the agreement secured so-called “negative peace”, but fell short
of fostering “positive peace”, understood as social justice, equality, and
inclusive political transformation.

This article argues that the OFA’s legacy reflects a broader tension between
externally mediated stability and democratic depth, offering insights into the
structural limits of consociational arrangements in post-conflict settings.

Keywords: Macedonia, Ohrid Framework Agreement, Democracy, Peace,
Stability

*Biljana Vankovska — Ss. Cyril and Methodius University, Skopje, North Macedonia,
e-mail: biljanav@fzf.ukim.edu.mk, ORCID ID: 0000-0002-9215-4183.

179



Studia Europejskie — Studies in European Affairs, 2/2026

Introduction

The longer-term democratic implications of the Ohrid Framework
Agreement (OFA) extend beyond its widely acknowledged role in ending
armed conflict. Although frequently celebrated as a successful case of
conflict management and ethnicaccommodation, its impact on democratic
development remains contested. This study therefore addresses three
interrelated questions: firstly, to what extent has the OFA contributed
to the consolidation of democratic governance beyond the prevention of
violence and in line with EU standards; secondly, how have its power-
sharing mechanisms and ethnically codified institutional arrangements
shaped political accountability, competition, and conceptions of
citizenship; and thirdly, to what extent does the Macedonian case point to
a broader trade-off between stability and democratic depth in externally
mediated peace settlements? By engaging with these questions, the article
seeks to critically reassess the relationship between peacebuilding and
democratisation in post-conflict societies.

Almost simultaneously with the commemoration of three decades
since the Dayton Agreement for Bosnia and Herzegovina, Macedonia!
approaches another anniversary of a similar nature: the twenty-fifth
anniversary of the signing of the Ohrid Framework Agreement (OFA)
(2001). The atmosphere in the two countries appears, at first glance,
different,yet their constitutional and political foundations share significant
similarities — namely, power-sharing systems in ethnically divided
societies as well as comparable socio-economic positions on the European
periphery (Vankovska, 2022). Nevertheless, Bosnia and Herzegovina’s
political arrangement, and instability it produces, are notorious, often
deemed critical (Kasapovié, 2016), while the Macedonian model appears
relatively more successful, especially in the eyes of pro-Western analysts
(Ordanovski, Matovski, 2007). The country’s accession to NATO in 2020
is frequently cited as evidence of its stability. Current challenges, however,
are more apparent in the context of stalled European integration: after
Greece’s long-standing veto over the name issue, Bulgaria’s veto now
dominates the discourse, which some superficial observers reduce to
a constitutional amendment incorporating the Bulgarian minority as
a constituent part of the political community. Even analysts who have
long studied the so-called “Ohrid story”, which ostensibly ended violent

! Since the central issues examined in this article pertain to the period prior to the
controversial and externally-imposed change of the country’s constitutional name in
2019, the author has chosen to employ the shortened name of Macedonia throughout
the text.
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interethnic conflict, now turn their attention to a different phenomenon:
a twenty-year delay in the country’s progression from EU candidate status
to the opening of accession negotiations and chapters.>

This article, in contrast, focuses on the longer-term consequences of
the so-called “Ohrid framework” (2001-2026). Its central premise is that
Western-style state-building interventions created the illusion of peace
and stability but did not yield a functional, consolidated democracy
(Chandler, 2006). Moreover, democracy remains difficult to reconcile
with an ethnically based political system in which the appearance of peace
takes precedence over democratic processes. To contextualise the present
moment, where democratic debates are constrained by the implementation
of three externally mediated agreements (Ohrid, Prespa, and the Bulgarian
agreement), it is necessary to recognise the deeper problem of the external
management of the Western Balkans. While analyses of this phenomenon
remain limited, they illuminate the structural constraints on popular
sovereignty, indigenous development, and the learning processes required
to build a democracy suited to Macedonian conditions.

To address the three research questions outlined in the abstract, this
study employs the analytical tools of critical theory and peace studies
rather than classical political science, which is often constrained by
Western conceptual frameworks, even when non-Western models are
absent. The key analytical tool drawn from critical theory is the distinction
between problem-solving and critical approaches, the latter focusing on
underlying power structures, historical context, and the possibility of
transformative change. As the Ohrid Framework Agreement — negotiated
on the shores of Lake Ohrid and signed in Skopje on 13 August 2001 — was
conceived as a peace instrument, this study emphasises the distinction
between negative and positive peace, the pursuit of human emancipation,
and the difference between merely managing problems and eliminating
their structural causes (Galtung, Fischer, 2013). In conclusion, this article
argues that formal democracy has marginalised substantive democratic
practice, that the tension between stability and democratic reform
remains persistent, and that Macedonia exists in a state of frozen conflict
on the problematic frontier of the West, whose geopolitical interests seek
to maintain influence.

2 While the Greek and Bulgarian vetoes played a decisive role, a number of analysts
also point to enlargement fatigue within the EU, shifting geopolitical priorities, and
concerns regarding governance and rule of law in the Western Balkans.
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The Making of the Ohrid Framework Agreement
and Its Institutional Design

Like all phenomena in the social and political sphere, the 2001 armed
conflict in Macedonia did not emerge spontaneously, even if many
observers failed to foresee it.? Its structural prerequisites had long been
present within the territory of an already disintegrating Yugoslavia,
and the eventual spillover became increasingly inevitable following the
escalation of violent conflict to Macedonia’s borders in 1999, particularly
in the context of the NATO intervention in Kosovo. While the root
causes of the Macedonian conflict must primarily be sought domestically,
in a state often described in international literature and current political
discourse as an “oasis of peace”, external catalysts also played a decisive
role. These included the bloody unravelling of Yugoslavia, the enduring
and unresolved Kosovo question dating back to the inception of the
Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, the political and social crisis in
Albania in 1997, and, crucially, the effects of ethno-political and military
mobilisation among the Albanian population during 1998-1999. Indeed,
by the late 1990s, it was increasingly evident that violent conflict could no
longer be contained outside Macedonian territory.

Internally, key structural factors contributed to the outbreak of conflict.
The disintegration of Yugoslavia redefined state borders across territories
that had previously felt and functioned as an Albanian “imagined
community”, in Benedict Anderson’s terms (2006). Within federal
Yugoslavia, the Albanian ethnic community offers a telling illustration
of Anderson’s notion of an imagined community operating across formal
political boundaries. Although Albanians were administratively dispersed
among several federal units — primarily Kosovo, western Macedonia, and
parts of Montenegro and southern Serbia —the internal republican borders
were largely invisible in everyday life and did little to fragment their sense
of collective belonging. Through a shared language, kinship networks,
intermarriage, migration, education, cultural associations, and common
media and schooling in Albanian, they sustained a continuous symbolic
and social space that transcended the federal map. Most members would
never meet one another, yet they experienced themselves as part of the
same historical and cultural community, bound by common memories,
traditions, and political aspirations. In this sense, their cohesion did not
rest on territorial unity or statehood, but on a horizontally imagined

3 The conflict primarily involved Macedonian state security forces and the National
Liberation Army (NLA), an ethnic Albanian armed group, with broader political
implications for inter-ethnic relations in the country.
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solidarity that effectively connected geographically separated populations
into a single ethnonational body. The Yugoslav administrative divisions
thus coexisted with (and at times were overshadowed by) an Albanian
imagined community that, in everyday practice, lived and functioned as
though the borders scarcely existed.

Equally significant was the political economy of the conflict, which the
European Stability Initiative has documented in detail, emphasising how
socio-economic instability and transitional shocks exposed latent ethnic
divisions that had long existed but remained largely unacknowledged as
potential sources of instability (ESI, 2002). These conditions manifested
in a series of escalating incidents: the boycott of the 1991 independence
referendum and Albanian parliamentary abstention from the vote on the
1991 Constitution; the organisation of the illegal Ilirida referendum;
revelations of attempts to establish an Albanian paramilitary force within
the Ministry of Defence; subsequent demands for Albanian-language
higher education and the authorities’ inadequate responses; and the
largest confrontation involving the police force against demonstrators in
1997. Collectively, these events created a context in which the outbreak of
armed conflict became increasingly probable.

Atthesametime,demandsforaconsociational orpower-sharingpolitical
model were largely marginalised. Instead, developments were shaped to
a considerable extent by external actors, particularly neighbouring states
such as Greece and Bulgaria, whose interventions — driven by disputes
over identity, history, and legitimacy — significantly delayed Macedonia’s
path towards international recognition. These political obstacles were
compounded by severe economic pressures, including UN-imposed
sanctions on the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia and Greece’s unilateral
southern trade embargo related to the name dispute. Caught in this
convergence of domestic fragility and external constraints, Macedonia’s
survival was far from accidental. Rather, it reflected a form of political and
societal resilience under exceptionally adverse conditions, enabling the
country to withstand destabilising forces and avoid the bleak outcomes
many observers had predicted in such a volatile regional environment.

While full engagement with the structural causes is beyond the scope
of this article, their importance should not be underestimated. The
focus here is intentionally narrowed to institutional and post-conflict
dynamics, without denying the deeper origins of the crisis. As is widely
acknowledged, the Ohrid Framework Agreement (OFA), signed on 13®
August 2001 in Skopje, is commonly interpreted as a direct response to
the armed conflict that had erupted earlier that year. More importantly,
it has become conventional wisdom that the OFA actually “ended” the
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conflict (Pollozhani, 2020). Yet, as peace and conflict studies have long
demonstrated, conflict is inherently cyclical — it rarely disappears entirely,
but instead undergoes transformation and reconfiguration (see: Galtung,
1996; de Sousa, de Oliveira, 2021). The cessation of armed hostilities
should therefore not be conflated with the resolution of underlying
antagonisms.

A substantial body of literature has addressed the background to the
2001 conflict. Today, however, these dynamics are often treated as distant
history. Younger generations, born during or after that period, frequently
possess little or even no knowledge of the recent past, even when political
rhetoric and partisan mobilisation still invoke symbols such as the UCK*
or slogans about “one Macedonia”. For the purposes of this article,
however, the central concern is not historical reconstruction but rather
a brief theoretical reflection on the logic of power-sharing and its long-
term effects on the country’s political system and political life.

It must be emphasised that ethnic power-sharing arrangements may
be effective in securing ceasefires and short-term stabilisation. However,
once embedded in constitutional structures, rendering them rigid and
difficult to amend, they tend to constitutionalise divisions. Comparative
experience from other externally mediated settlements demonstrates that
such arrangements tend to freeze identity cleavages rather than overcome
them.’ Although it is true that the Albanian community in Macedonia
had long demanded a political model that would elevate its status from
that of a minority to that of a constituent people within the small republic
(now numbering fewer than two million inhabitants due to sustained
emigration), the actual architects of the adopted model were not domestic
actors but Western facilitators and mediators.

At the outset of the conflict, appeals by the NATO Secretary General
George Robertson’s failed to persuade the rebels led by Ali Ahmeti to
disarm, prompting a shift in international strategy. The European Union
initially relied on incentives rather than coercion, offering the signing
of a Stabilisation and Association Agreement (SAA) in the midst of

* In the Macedonian context, UCK stands for Ushtria Clirimtare Kombétare, which
translates as the National Liberation Army (NLA). This was the Albanian insurgent
group active during the 2001 conflict in Macedonia, distinct from the Kosovo
Liberation Army (Ushtria Clirimtare e Kosovés). The NLA’s stated aim was to secure
greater rights and recognition for Albanians in Macedonia, and its activities directly
led to the negotiations that produced the Ohrid Framework Agreement.

> Comparable cases include Bosnia and Herzegovina (the Dayton Agreement),
Lebanon (the Taif Agreement), and Iraq (post-2003 constitutional arrangements),
whereby externally mediated power-sharing frameworks have produced mixed results
in terms of stability and democratic consolidation.
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armed hostilities in April 2001, alongside the formation of a so-called
“government of national unity” that included the two largest Macedonian
and the two largest Albanian political parties. The EU used the SAA
as leverage to encourage Macedonia to implement the OFA, linking
conflict resolution with accession prospects. However, the UCK fighters
themselves were not politically represented in this government or during
the negotiations; indeed, they faced opposition from precisely those
Albanian parties that had previously achieved incremental improvements
in minority rights, particularly in the spheres of education and public-
sector representation.

Nevertheless, the influence of the insurgency persisted due to the
articulation of their demands through American diplomatic channels.
James Pardew’s 2018 memoir openly reveals the substance of these
negotiations, underscoring the decisive influence of U.S. intermediaries.
On the Macedonian side, alongside political elites, President Boris
Trajkovski included several experts whose capacity to engage meaningfully
in English-language negotiations was reportedly limited. This detail is
not trivial: the original draft of the agreement was written and circulated
exclusively in English, requiring participants to debate and amend a text
over which they had limited linguistic control. In practice, the much of
the technical expertise resided with Western advisers, while American
diplomats exercised considerable influence over the process. Given
Washington’sstrategicprioritisation ofthe Kosovoquestion, thisimbalance
was unlikely to have been accidental. It is therefore unsurprising that
many Macedonian citizens perceived the agreement not as a foundation
for sustainable peace, but as a form of imposed settlement.

Briefly, the OFA is structured around a few core pillars designed to end
conflict and reshape Macedonia into a more inclusive state. At its heart,
it reaffirms sovereignty and territorial integrity while rejecting violence
as a political tool. Its main content includes the following elements. The
basic principles stipulate that Macedonia remains a unitary state, but
commits to democracy, peaceful politics, and Euro-Atlantic integration.
The minority rights occupy a central position by expanding rights for
Albanians (approximately 25% of the population) and other minorities,
including recognition of Albanian as an official language in areas where
they constitute at least 20% of the population, proportional representation
in public institutions, and decentralisation of government to strengthen
local communities.

Unusually for a document of this kind, the OFA includes constitutional
amendments as a core component and introduces a new category of
communities, which in practice shifted emphasis away from the idea
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of civic-based democracy. In short, the OFA is both a peace settlement
and a constitutional reform package, balancing unity of the state with
institutionalised minority rights. It ended the 2001 armed conflict but
also set the stage for ongoing debates about identity, governance, and
integration.

Beyond public perceptions and frustrations, however, the systemic
deficiencies found in the post-Ohrid order must be analysed primarily
through the prism of its constitutional foundations. Quite unusually
for a peace agreement, the OFA incorporated detailed constitutional
amendments as an integral normative component. These provisions were
drafted largely by diplomats who often conflated constitutional technique
with diplomatic language. In doing so, the mediators assumed the role not
merely of facilitators but effectively of constitution-makers, encroaching
upon the domain of legislative sovereignty.

The constitutional reform process that followed between August
and November 2001 can scarcely be described as fully indigenous,
democratic, or free. Members of parliament operated under considerable
external pressure and were presented with what may be described as an
octroyed constitution, one whose text they were not permitted to alter
even minimally. Questions of interpretation were deferred to future
political actors and institutions responsible for implementing both the
Constitution and the OFA. For many years thereafter, constitutionally
and rhetorically, the norms and even the “spirit” of the OFA were treated
as coequal with, or even superior to, the Constitution itself.

Consequently, 2001 should be understood not only as the year of violent
conflictbutalso as the moment of a profound constitutional transformation
that redirected the country’s long-term constitutional trajectory. Instead
of consolidating a liberal-democratic constitutional order grounded
in the principle of “We, the People” (i.e., demos), the new framework
reoriented the political system towards the recognition of communities
as constitutional subjects, effectively constituting a joint state of ethno:.
This shift produced a hybrid political and constitutional model — one
neither fully liberal nor fully consociational — which continues to generate
undemocratic, or at least structurally atypical, outcomes. This is evident
in both the Macedonian and Bosnian cases, where institutionalised ethnic
power-sharing has reinforced elite cartelisation and limited cross-ethnic
political competition.

Thus, this article aligns with authors who argue that, at the conceptual
level, the very notion of consociational democracy is problematic.
Stojanovic¢ rightly argues that “it is, in fact, a conceptual impossibility;
a polity cannot be both a consociation and a democracy (i.e., demos-
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cracy)” (Stojanovié, 2020, p. 30). With reference to the growing literature
on demoicracy, the author further suggests that it is more appropriate
to see consociations as demoi-cracies, that is, as polities lacking a single
common demos because they comprise multiple demoi. However, the
question of stability continues to haunt such polities.

While the OFA’s immediate aim was to halt violence and restore
security, the negotiation process was elite-driven, externally mediated,
and minimally participatory. Hence, the OFA functioned as a form
of constitutional engineering, restructuring Macedonia’s political
system and institutionalising interethnic balance under international
supervision. Civil society and the wider public were largely excluded,
underscoring the top-down character of the settlement and its reliance
on external legitimacy rather than democratic deliberation (see: Risteska,
Daskalovski, 2011).

These fundamental principles remain intact to this day. The so-called
“international community” remains the “third segment” (in Lijphart’s
terms), i.e., the factors that prevents the state from evolving into a fully
bi-national polity, and divided between two ethnoi (Lijphart, 1977).
The OFA introduced ethnically codified institutional arrangements
designed to guarantee political representation of the Albanians while
simultaneously weakening the principle of minority protection for the
“others” (i.e., smaller ethnic groups such as the Turks, Serbs, Roma,
Vlachs, etc.). In other words, while the Albanian community has
gained a status of constitutive community, the remaining ethnic groups
(comprising around 10% of the population) are often compelled to
align with one of the larger ethnic groups in order to secure political
representation. Gordana Siljanovska-Davkova — the current President of
the Republic — and her co-author had already anticipated this trajectory
in the immediate aftermath of the OFA’s signing (Siljanovska-Davkova,
Nikolovska, 2001).

Advocates of the OFA argue that its major achievement is the
prevention of a renewed major conflict. However, this position tends
to downplay the fact that, 25 years later, the geopolitical environment
and Western interests in the region have changed dramatically. Central
to the Agreement were power-sharing mechanisms such as the “double
majority” rule (which was, in practice, expanded veto rights extended
to issues not directly related to identity), requiring both majority and
minority approval for some key legislative decisions. The agreement also
mandated decentralisation reforms, granting municipalities not only
enhanced autonomy, but also the redesign of their territorial borders —
often described as “ethnic gerrymandering” — and expanded linguistic
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and cultural rights for ethnic Albanians, later consolidated through
further legal provisions.®

In practice, these mechanisms reinforced ethnic segmentation of
governance, distributing political power primarily along identity lines
rather than citizenship. While effective in achieving negative peace, they
simultaneously constrained democratic deepening. By privileging elite
bargaining and ethnic quotas, the OFA empowered ethnic party elites
as brokers of collective rights and fostered patronage networks, thereby
weakening accountability, transparency, and citizen-driven policymaking.
Public deliberation and civic engagement have become subordinated to
stability imperatives, producing a managed form of democracy in which
formal institutions coexist with entrenched ethnic hierarchies and
oligarchic structures.

From a longer-term perspective, the OFA illustrates the structural
tension between stability and democratisation in post-conflict settlements.
Stability and interethnic accommodation were achieved, but at the cost
of civic inclusivity and political pluralism. Viewed through the lens of
critical theory, the Agreement demonstrates how externally mediated
peacebuilding secures immediate conflict-management objectives
while embedding dependency on international actors and constraining
emancipatory democratic practices. The Macedonian casereflectsabroader
pattern in post-conflict societies: ethnicised institutionalisation can serve
as a buffer against instability while simultaneously reinforcing structural
(and social) inequalities, limiting reform capacity, and marginalising
citizens from meaningful political participation. The institutional design
not only resolved the 2001 crisis but also set enduring parameters for
Macedonia’s political trajectory, shaping the trade-off between (negative)
peace and democracy in ways that remain central today.

¢ In 2019, the Ohrid Framework Agreement (OFA) was formally incorporated into the
Preamble of the Constitution of the Republic of North Macedonia as part of broader
constitutional changes linked to the Prespa Agreement (the name change agreement
with Greece). The political context was such that the government required the support
of ethnic Albanian MPs to secure the two-thirds majority necessary for constitutional
revision. In other words, the leverage of Albanian MPs (primarily from the Democratic
Union for Integration (DUI) and allied parties) was sufficiently strong that they
conditioned their support for the Prespa-related amendments on the inclusion of OFA
into the Constitution. To ensure adoption, the ruling coalition accepted this demand.
The OFA was explicitly referenced in the Preamble alongside ASNOM (the Anti-
Fascist Assembly for the National Liberation of Macedonia) and the 1991 referendum,
thereby elevating it to the status of a foundational constitutional document.
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Long-Term Implications: Ethnicised Institutions
and Democracy in Practice

A quarter of a century later, one can clearly analyse and identify
the weaknesses of this constitutional arrangement. What was initially
conceived as a temporary framework for peace and for addressing the
grievances of the Albanian population has gradually evolved into a power-
sharing system that is difficult to reverse. For instance, during the
constitutional reform on name changes in 2019, Albanian political actors
managed to secure an additional concession: the OFA was incorporated
directly into the Constitution’s Preamble. In other words, it was elevated
to the status of a foundational element of the constitutional order of
independent Macedonia. In light of this development, alongside the 2001
constitutional amendments, OFA-related provisions appear to have been
effectively entrenched as eternal clauses, thereby rendering constitution-
making impossible for future generations.

In the following section, the article briefly outlines the deficiencies
of the current quasi-democratic model. First of all, even if one were to
accept the arguably problematic assumption that elections alone ensure
democratic functioning, the concrete results of each electoral cycle since
2002 suggest that they have often been instrumentalised to secure more
ethnic concessions, thus rendering the OFA and constitutional framework
increasingly flexible in practice.

Several examples illustrate these “creative interpretations” of OFA
provisions. Quite early in the process, it became clear that Macedonia
was evolving towards a bi-national political configuration, effectively
characterised by power-sharing between dominant ethnic Macedonian
and ethnic Albanian political actors. At one point, Ali Ahmeti — the former
leader of the Macedonian branch of the Kosovo Liberation Army — and
his political party, the Democratic Union for Integration (DUI), advanced
a demand to the then ruling VMRO-DPMNE (the Internal Macedonian
Revolutionary Organisation-Democratic Party of Macedonian National
Unity).

Negotiations between the then Prime Minister Nikola Gruevski and
Ahmeti’s team were held outside of formal state institutions, reportedly
taking place in the Parliamentary Club. The outcome was an informal,
non-written agreement — commonly referred to as the “May Agreement”
— which created a de facto methodology of government formation: the
leading party among ethnic Macedonian voters would, by default, form
a coalition with the leading party among ethnic Albanian voters. This
arrangement was intended to prevent any future scenarios in which the
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Macedonian governing party would instead form a coalition with a smaller
Albanian party as Gruevski had done after the 2006 elections. In effect, this
arrangement demonstrated that the electoral process in Macedonia had
become increasingly segmented, with each ethnic community operating
largely within its own electoral sphere.

More than two decades after the signing of the OFA, its institutional
legacy continues to shape Macedonia’s political landscape, revealing
a persistent tension between stability and democratic deepening. The
power-sharing architecture remains central to this arrangement.

The double-majority voting rule, commonly referred to as “the
Badinter principle”, named after French lawyer Robert Badinter,
who served as a consultant during the institutional reforms in 2001
even though the was not a fan of power-sharing models,” ensures that
legislation affecting ethnic groups cannot be adopted without their
consent. However, over time, the application of this principle has been
extended to policy areas that are unrelated to ethnicity, such as scientific
research or traffic regulation.

While this mechanism reduces the risk of majority domination,
it simultaneously institutionalises an expansive ethnic veto, slowing
legislative processes and fostering political gridlock. For instance, during
the 2015-2016 debates on electoral code amendments, veto rights were
repeatedly invoked, delaying reforms aimed at improving proportional
representation and accountability.

Similarly, ethnic quotas in parliament and public administration have
reinforced the role of political parties as ethnic brokers, consolidating
elite control over both policymaking and access to state resources. One of
the unique aspects of identity-based institutional design directly affects
human rights and freedoms, as elected MPs are required to formally declare
their ethnic affiliation upon taking office in order to operationalise the
double majority rule. This practice raises significant concerns regarding
individual rights, especially in cases of mixed identity (see: Council of
Europe, 1995).

Decentralisation reforms, another key pillar of the OFA, strengthened
municipal authority and expanded language rights. Furthermore, in
accordance with the controversial 2004 LLaw on Municipal Boundaries,
the municipal borders were redrawn in ways that, in some cases, ensured

7 In Badinter’s own words, “thinking within ethnic borders cannot be a qualitative
and effective solution. It paralyses administration and initiates other problems with
package of advantages and privileges instead of creating common people and one
joined nation. This over-ethnical approach risks to worsen what is already bad in the
country” (Badinter, 2001, p. 3).
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that ethnic Albanians constituted more than 20% of the population in
particular localities, thereby enabling the official use of the Albanian
language.

This period was marked by significant public mobilisation, including
a referendum whose outcome was decided not solely by the citizens but
also by significant external influence. Moreover, the referendum was held
under considerable pressure, both from international actors and domestic
stakeholders, including reports of tensions involving armed groups in
Skopje’s vicinity — notably, the Kondovo village case.

In practice, these provisions have, in some instances, resulted in the
consolidation of ethnically dominated local power structures rather than
genuine participatory governance. Municipal reorganisations affecting
cities such as Skopje, Kicevo, and Struga have been widely criticised as
examples of gerrymandering intended to influence electoral outcomes
at the local level. Ever since, in Albanian-majority municipalities, local
councils have exercised considerable autonomy. However, citizens
frequently perceive decision-making as being concentrated within party
networks. As a result, even the members of the Albanian community
may experience discrimination and marginalisation if they are not
aligned with dominant party structures. Language rights, as codified in
legislation, have in principle fostered inclusion, but remain unevenly
implemented, contributing to disparities in education, public services,
and civil administration.

From a peace studies perspective, the Macedonian case exemplifies
the distinction between negative and positive peace. The OFA has
succeeded in establishing negative peace — the absence of violent
conflict — as evidenced by the lack of armed confrontation since 2001.
Yet positive peace, understood as encompassing social justice, equality,
and meaningful citizen participation, remains underdeveloped. Citizens
often view institutions as externally shaped and ethnically segmented,
which contributes to feelings of political disesmpowerment and reinforces
reliance on party elites as intermediaries.

Institutionally, the OFA has contributed to the emergence of
a managed, low-intensity democracy characterised by cooperation among
dominant of ethnic elites. In some interpretations, this configuration
resembles a form of elite cartelisation, in which political actors engage in
mutually reinforcing arrangements that may facilitate corruption and the
distribution of privileges.

Elections are held regularly; however, even in periods of significant
political mobilisation — such as the mass protests against state captured
associated with the government of Nikola Gruevski and his coalition
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partner Ali Ahmeti in 2015-2016 — the outcomes have been uneven.
During the so-called “Colourful Revolution”, only the Macedonian-led
component of the governing coalition was removed from power (Reef,
2017; Vankovska, 2020).! Ahmeti, as the Albanian coalition partner,
remained politically unaffected.’

As aresult, levels of institutional trust remain critically and persistently
low. At the same time, reforms that could strengthen accountability, reduce
patronage, or foster civic engagement are frequently subordinated to the
broader imperative of maintaining stability. Viewed through the lens
of critical theory, this reflects a problem-solving approach that secures
immediate conflict management but which relies on external mediation and
elite bargains, thereby constraining emancipatory democratic practices.

In sum, the legacy of the OFA demonstrates how ethnicised
institutionalisation can contribute to the stabilisation of divided societies
while simultaneously constraining the evolution of democratic norms.
Understanding these dynamics is essential not only for evaluating post-
conflict governance in Macedonia but also for broader analyses of the
Western Balkans, where external mediation, structural inequalities, and
elite-driven settlements continue to shape political trajectories.

Conclusions: Stability, Ethnicisation,
and the Limits of Democratic Deepening

The 25-year trajectory of Macedonia’s post-Ohrid political order
illustrates the enduring tension between externally mediated stability
and the substantive consolidation of democracy. The OFA successfully
ended armed conflict and secured negative peace; however, it did so by
embedding ethnically segmented institutions, empowering party elites as

8 The events of 2015-2016 were termed the “Colourful Revolution” (in Macedonian,
Llapena pesonyyuja), signifying a movement not defined by a single colour, but rather
by a spectrum intended to reflect the diversity of Macedonian society.

° Ahmeti’s rule ended only following the parliamentary elections held in spring 2024,
largely due to the party’s internal fragmentation and growing voter dissatisfaction.
However, the other Albanian political parties remain loyal to the legacy of UCK and
advocate further federalisation of the state, arguing that the OFA has not been fully
implemented and that ethnic Albanians remain second-class citizens. In this context,
they continue to perform political acrobatics with various forms of federalisation,
often framed within the existing constitutional structure established by the OFA. For
example, Arben Taravari recently proposed a new framework for interethnic relations,
suggesting that future reforms should prioritise deeper decentralisation — potentially
in the form of fiscal confederation or federation rather than territorial restructuring
(Nezavisen Vesnik, 2026).
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intermediaries, and privileging elite bargaining over broad-based civic
engagement. From a critical perspective, this trajectory suggests that
reconciliation has remained limited, that the underlying causes of the
conflict have not been fully addressed, and that institutional development
has not sufficiently mitigated what Johan Galtung conceptualises as
structural violence. In this sense, the past twenty-five years may be
characterised less as a process of comprehensive democratic consolidation
and more as the stabilisation of a constrained political order”. It is worth
recalling the crucial introductory provisions of the OFA, which state:
“The following points comprise an agreed framework for securing the
future of Macedonia’s democracy and permitting the development of
closer and more integrated relations between the Republic of Macedonia
and the Euro-Atlantic community. This Framework will promote the
peaceful and harmonious development of civil society while respecting
the ethnic identity and the interests of all Macedonian citizens”.

A substantial proportion of Macedonian youth, regardless of
ethnic origin, have left the country. Ethnic quotas continue to shape
representation in parliament and public administration, including the
judiciary. This dynamic has weakened the very principle of merit-based
recruitment, contributing to declining state capacity and persistently low
levels of public trust.

Bi-ethnic ruling coalitions have entrenched clientelist networks,
in which access to resources, employment, and local decision-making
is often contingent upon loyalty to ethnically defined political parties.
Moreover, the country’s EU integration process has increasingly become
disconnected from questions of inter-ethnic peace and internal stability,
instead being shaped by bilateral relations with the neighbouring states.
North Macedonia now holds one of the longest-standing candidacies for
EU membership, reinforcing perceptions of stagnation. Consequently, the
European perspective has functioned more as an instrument of political
pacification than as a genuine incentive for democratic reform.

From a peace studies perspective, the OFA highlights the gap between
negative and positive peace. While violence has been absent, structural
inequalities, limited citizen empowerment, and reliance on ethnic brokers
continue to hinder the development of positive peace, understood as justice,
equality, and social cohesion. Critical theory further underscores this
paradox; externally mediated settlements, even when well-intentioned,
often prioritise stability, international legitimacy, and eliteaccommodation
over the cultivation of democratic agency and emancipatory practices.
Furthermore, the intellectual and academic narrative that continues to
frame the OHA as success story remains dominant.
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Macedonia’s experience raises broader questions for post-conflict
governance and consociational design. Can externally mediated
settlements reconcile stability with democratic deepening? To what extent
do elite-driven compromises reproduce dependency on external actors and
constrain local political innovation? And how can peacebuilding efforts
balance the imperative of preventing renewed violence with the need to
foster inclusive, participatory, and accountable institutions?

In conclusion, the Ohrid Framework Agreement exemplifies
a managed, low-intensity form of democracy in which the avoidance
of conflict has been achieved at the expense of democratic depth.
Understanding these dynamics is crucial not only for assessing the
Macedonian case but also for evaluating the limits of peacebuilding and
democratisation in ethnically divided, externally mediated contexts
across the Western Balkans and beyond. The legacy of Ohrid thus serves
as both a cautionary tale and a critical analytical lens for examining
the structural trade-offs between predominantly negative peace and
democracy in post-conflict societies.
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