Policy Brief
The EU as a forgotten peace project? Towards a
comprehensive EU peacebuilding policy

Summary
As a country presiding over the Council of the EU in 2020, Croatia has a unique opportunity
to open the discussion on whether we have forgotten that building and keeping stable,
positive and sustainable peace is one of EU’s fundamental roles, and reminding us that “ever
closer union” also means “pooling resources to preserve and strengthen peace”. Today, when
the EU is increasing its funding of defense projects and when the arrival of people fleeing
wars, poverty, and the consequences of climate change is seen as a threat to the Union, we
feel obliged to speak out on the need for greater efforts to build peace, both within and
outside our borders.
For these reasons, civil society in Croatia has decided to mark the beginning of the Croatian
Presidency of the Council of the EU by reminding the EU about the importance of building
peace. In cooperation with civil society from the EU and Southeastern Europe, in Vukovar - a
town that serves as a symbol of wartime destruction, on the date of the international
recognition of Croatia and the beginning and completion of the peaceful reintegration of its
Danube region, we gathered and discussed what further actions can be taken to strengthen
peace - inside and outside the EU. This policy brief summarizes the conclusions and
recommendations of the conference.

Introduction
The European Union has from its inception
intended to serve as a peace project whose
goal was to prevent further conflicts from
escalating on European soil. To date, it
remains the most globally successful
political union of nation-states and serves
as an example of the transformative power
of cooperation, unity, and the universal
values of human rights, democracy, and
equality.
Today, when the EU is increasing its
funding of defense projects and when the
arrival of people fleeing wars, poverty, and
consequences of climate change is seen as
a threat to the Union, we are obliged to
speak out on the need for greater efforts
to build peace, both within and outside our
borders.
For these reasons, civil society in Croatia
has decided to mark the beginning of the
Croatian presidency of the Council of the
EU by reminding the EU about the
importance of peacebuilding.
This policy paper is the result of a
conference on the role of peacebuilding
within EU’s foreign policy held in Vukovar,
Croatia, on the anniversary of the
international recognition of the Republic of
Croatia, as well as completion of the
peaceful reintegration of the Croatian
Danube region.
Both the location and the date represent
strong symbols of the value of peace which
needs to be continually nourished. Croatia,
as an EU member state with a post-World
War II experience of war on its territory,
with all its psychological, social, economic,
and political consequences, finds itself in a
unique position to remind the EU of the

importance of its peacebuilding legacy
which needs to be reflected in its
international policies.

Background and current state of affairs
In a challenging global environment, the
EU needs to adapt its policies to the new
realities of persisting conflict, poverty, and
inequality, as well as the continuing waves
of immigration which are likely to increase
further in light of the escalating climate
emergency.
The most significant development in
current
EU
policies
related
to
peacebuilding is the proposed European
Peace Facility, an off-budget fund, which
would be financed by yearly contributions
from EU member states.
In contrast to its somewhat misleading
name, the EPF proposal is designed to
allow financing of all Common Foreign and
Security Policy (CFSP) external actions,
including those with military and defense
implications. It’s ‘train and equip’
component would allow for arming,
funding, and training of third-country
militaries and other organizations, which
could, in fact, be detrimental to
stabilization,
development,
and
peacekeeping efforts on the ground.
Empowering military structures within
conflict-ridden areas could harm the
prospects of human security and
mediation, and inadvertently enable
structural entrenchment of violent actors.
Instead of creating mechanisms that could
potentially endanger the EU’s goals
regarding stabilization and peacebuilding,
as well as its global reputation as a
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peacebuilding actor, the EU should invest
stronger efforts in strengthening the tools
which are in line with the concept of nonviolent conflict resolution.

Lessons from the Western Balkans
As an EU member state with a recent
experience of military conflict, Croatia is in
a position to share its experiences with EU
policy-makers and provide valuable
lessons on what constitutes effective
peacebuilding policies on the ground, as
well as what are potential pitfalls and
shortcomings of existing models.
The participants of the Vukovar
conference, including peace activists and
experts from Western Balkans countries
and the EU, provided first-hand
information on the nature of processes and
methods which have the potential to be
the most effective in preventing and deescalating violent conflicts. The inclusion of
grassroots activists and regular citizens in
mediation efforts is paramount to
substantive, long-term peacebuilding and
stabilization, as it legitimizes the process in
the eyes of local communities. It is
necessary to employ a bottom-up
approach to rebuild broken trust among
divided communities, a process that ought
to include intercultural and interreligious
dialogue, as well as peace education and
refraining from dehumanizing the
opposing side(s) in the conflict.
Other crucial aspects of building trust are
dealing with the past and implementing
functioning mechanisms for transitional
justice. The focus should always be on the
perspectives of victims, with honest

reflections on the causes of conflict,
efficient search for forcibly disappeared,
documenting and prosecution of crimes on
all sides. A thorough process of reflection
is a precondition for a successful
reconciliation of divided communities. In
practice, that means implementing a
community-based approach in order to
ensure community-based dialogue to
establish common positions on the events
which have taken place.
The example of the peaceful reintegration
of the Croatian Danube region through the
United Nations peacekeeping mission UN
Transitional Administration for Eastern
Slavonia, Baranja and Western Syrmia
(UNTAES) demonstrated how crucial it is
to reintegrate the people - regardless of
their ethnicity - by building solidarity and
trust alongside the reintegration of
territories and political institutions.
One of the main lessons of the Western
Balkans experience is that even after an
intense military conflict with heavy
casualties and crimes, peace operations
become a reality if there is a synergy of
political will from both sides, in addition to
a well-planned and -implemented
mandate of an international peace mission
and civil society engagement on a
grassroot level. It seems paramount to
ensure that the process of reconciliation,
building trust and keeping peace is
supported by long-term systematic policies
and practices which were lacking in the
Western Balkans. The EU needs to
incorporate these elements into its existing
policies and instruments.
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Recommendations for strengthening the
EU’s peacebuilding policies
In order to ensure a successful and efficient
long-term peacebuilding strategy as a
fundamental part of the EU’s foreign
policy, and based on conclusions of the
Vukovar conference, we recommend the
following measures to be implemented at
the EU level:

1. Continuous work on conflict
prevention in unstable and divided
societies, including reporting and
calling out instances of any type of
violence in combination with
introducing peace education in
formal and informal education
processes. Introducing research on
public attitudes towards violent
conflict, war, reconciliation and
peacebuilding in the annual
Eurobarometer
surveys.
This
information should be used to
promote the idea of the European
Union as the most successful
global peace project.
2. Enabling and ensuring mechanisms
for participation and cooperation
between former belligerents when
conceptualizing peacebuilding and
peacekeeping missions, especially
in case of conflicts in multi-ethnic
communities, such as adopting
national
and
international
peacebuilding strategies created by
a
wider
participation
of
stakeholders.
Moreover,
implementing meaningful followup and monitoring mechanisms,
including
ensuring
sufficient

funding and professional staff, so
as to support the conflicted area
and society in its reconciliation
process.
3. Supporting survivors by securing
timely access to healthcare for war
victims, especially war rape and
sexual violence survivors and
building a base for long-term
support
for
disabled
and
traumatized civilian victims and
war veterans, including platforms
for consultations on reparation and
truth-seeking mechanisms on an
in-country and international level
(e.g. RECOM - Regional Commission
Tasked with Establishing the Facts
about All Victims of War Crimes and
Other Serious Human Rights
Violations Committed on the
Territory of the Former Yugoslavia
from 1 January 1991 to 31
December 2001).
4. Documenting casualties and war
crimes from the first day of the
conflict by fostering cooperation
between
state
institutions,
academia, and civil society
organizations in truth-seeking
efforts in order to gather reliable
data and publish the names of the
killed and missing, useful in
searches for forcibly disappeared,
police investigations and judicial
proceedings within the transitional
justice framework, as well as for
long-term trust-building. The EU
should strengthen its support for
independent initiatives at the
grassroots level for documenting
human losses and other gross
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human rights violations, or
introduce its own mechanisms for
independent monitoring of the
efficiency
of
war
crimes
prosecution and search for forcibly
disappeared. Where possible,
introducing modern technologies
to
facilitate
the
real-time
gathering of evidence and sharing
it with the public. An example of
this which we believe should be
utilized is the European Space
Agency’s satellite network for
providing real-time imaging of onfield developments in order to
ensure timely data and preventing
the concealment of evidence.
5. Identifying, engaging and funding
grassroots civil initiatives familiar
with local circumstances as primary
peacebuilding actors in local
communities. Local activists are
crucial in the process of building
trust and solidarity among
conflicted communities as they
work with a bottom-up approach,
and it is necessary to start with
their activities immediately after
the conflict. Direct communication
with individual members of the
community is the most efficient
way
of
building
peace.
The funding of these initiatives
needs to be institutional, not
project-based, with relatively small,
easy-to-administer grants which do
not
require
complicated
paperwork. It needs to be focused
on informal leaders and agents of
change on a long-term basis.
Furthermore, it needs to include
competent actors from the EU who

can act as liaisons with local actors
and ensure their recognition within
their communities, as well as
implement
mechanisms
for
community monitoring of the
expenditure of funds.
6. Dealing with the past is a
mandatory requirement of building
long-term, sustainable peace.
Lessons from the early phase of the
peaceful reintegration of the
Croatian Danube region suggest
establishing local committees with
cross-national and inter-religious
character is an example of good
practice. However, introducing
legislative acts on mediation and
minority rights is not sufficient in
itself, and there needs to be
constant work at an interpersonal
level on the ground to ensure its
implementation in practice with
meaningful dialogue.
7. Development policies need to be
included as part of a wider
peacebuilding strategy as they
enable local communities to focus
on the future and ensure adequate
standards
of
living.
The
international community can be
included by sending aid or funding
education, employment, housing,
and
rebuilding
schemes.
Development starts with the first
day of conflict!
8. Acknowledging and considering
socioeconomic aspects to the
outbreak of armed conflicts as well
as their relevance for working
towards establishing long-term
peace. Respecting and including
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economic, social and cultural
human rights into the planning of
peacebuilding and peacekeeping.
9. In light of the current and growing
climate
crisis
which
could
potentially
facilitate
the
proliferation of new conflicts in
climate-impoverished areas, there
needs to be a proactive
development approach that takes
into account climate inequality
and aims to stabilize affected areas.
Enough resources should be
ensured in order to provide
alternative solutions as opposed to
a zero-sum game approach to
natural resources and decent living
conditions among developing
nations. Human and social
capacities, especially at the
grassroots level, for solidarity,
compassion, the integration of the
growing numbers of migrants, and
cooperation
need
to
be
strengthened.
10. Democratization
and
strengthening of institutions are
fundamental in ensuring political
stability,
decentralizing
the
mechanisms of governance, and

enshrining
fundamental
democratic values with an
emphasis on human rights within
the communities. Backsliding to
authoritarian
models
of
government presents a risk of
reigniting conflict and needs to be
prevented
by
a
functional
constitutional and legal framework.
11. Continued dedication to ensuring
multilateralism and dialoguebased international relations
should be a high priority for the EU
in order to facilitate stable and
equitable global development.
Fluid networks for support,
communication and exchange
between
competent
actors,
including individuals, civil society
organizations, and institutions
should be established. Their role
would be to facilitate experiencesharing,
sending
competent
stakeholders, investing in human
resources in conflicted areas,
overcoming language barriers,
translation, language courses and
strengthening
intercultural
dialogue.
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Conclusion
In the world of continuing challenges to global political stability, including conflict, climate
change, and migration crises, we need to reinforce the message of peace. The EU - as the
most successful peacebuilding project in history - has the duty to be the global front-runner
in these efforts and share its experience and aid with areas struck by conflict. While an evergrowing emphasis on the discourse of securitization, defense, and militarization led to the
proposal of a vastly-funded European Peace Facility with tools for funding and arming military
actors, the EU needs to counterbalance these policies by reinvigorating its civilian
peacebuilding mechanisms.
The very identity of the EU is founded on the principles of human rights, dignity, solidarity,
and democracy, and it has the opportunity to be a global leader in spreading those values.
We must resist the urge to indulge in fear and geopolitical power struggles, and peacebuilding
has to be a permanent effort in order to be genuinely successful and sustainable.
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This publication was written by the members of Forum 2020 - an informal platform of civil society organizations gathered
around the Croatian Presidency of the Council of the European Union, as part of the EU Presidency Project, with the financial
support of the European Commission.
Forum 2020 member organizations are: ADRA Croatia; B.a.B.e.; Centre for Democracy and Law Miko Tripalo; Centre for
Peace, Non-violence and Human Rights – Osijek; Centre for Peace Studies; Documenta – Center for Dealing with the Past;
Forum Freedom of Education; Gong; IPE – Institute for Political Ecology; Human Rights House Zagreb; MIRamiDA Center –
Regional Peacebuilding Exchange; Croatian Youth Network; ODRAZ – Sustainable Community Development; Terra Hub;
Association "Mi" – Split; Association „Earthlings - Are You Syrious?“; VUK – Youth Association Varaždin Underground Club;
Association for Self-representation; Green Action - Friends of the Earth Croatia; Women's Room – Centre for Sexual Rights,
CROSOL – Croatian Platform for International Citizen Solidarity.
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