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This article explores Western donors’ support for the decentralization reform in post-
Euromaidan Ukraine prior to Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine on 24 February 
2022, with a focus on the relationship between decentralization and conflict manage-
ment. It demonstrates that, despite the protracted conflict in eastern Ukraine, bilateral 
donors have preferred to address Ukraine’s decentralization from the governance 
reform perspective, rather than as a form of territorial self-governance (TSG) arrange-
ment, linked to conflict resolution. They have also tended to “outsource” conflict-
related support to multilateral organizations. This article explains the Russian 
Federation’s use of the so-called Donetsk and Luhansk “People’s Republics” as proxies 
in an international conflict and the contested nature of the role played by the Minsk 
Protocol in determining the form of support provided for reform. It concludes with 
insights into the implications of donor support for the decentralization reform in 
Ukraine for research on decentralization and other TSG solutions in conflict-affected 
contexts.
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Introduction

New power-sharing and territorial self-governance (TSG) (i.e., federalization, 
devolution, and different forms of decentralization) arrangements are key elements 
of the toolbox international donors use to manage conflicts with an ethnic, linguistic, 
or religious component.1 Conflict management aims to reduce the damage a conflict 
imposes on its parties, especially civilians, while the “prospects for conflict resolu-
tion seem far-off.”2 Although the international management of many conflicts 
worldwide included the introduction of new TSG arrangements, the literature  
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provides mixed accounts of the results of applying TSG solutions. While the cases 
of North Macedonia and Bosnia and Herzegovina are generally considered success-
ful due to the lasting peace achieved, the experience of Nepal, parts of Indonesia, 
and Nigeria reveals conflicting developments under new power-sharing or TSG 
arrangements. As new power-sharing or TSG arrangements can fuel conflicts by 
empowering subnational actors,3 donors are careful to “do no harm,” that is, not to 
undermine local conditions by means of external support.4

Although there has been increasing research on the nexus between decentraliza-
tion and conflict management recently, several research gaps remain and further con-
ceptualization is required. The main challenge results from the lack of 
cross-fertilization between the literature on decentralization as a governance reform 
and decentralization as a tool for sharing power between different groups and manag-
ing conflicts. The interplay between these strands is needed to enable scholars and 
practitioners to improve their awareness of issues that clash with international 
donors’ optimistic expectations of decentralization. These issues include traditions of 
centralized government, institutional weaknesses at local level, or a hierarchic politi-
cal culture. One major challenge—for both the practice and study of the application 
of TSG arrangements in conflict settings—relates to the external engagement of third 
states, that is, their support for secessionist movements and de facto states, or their 
participation in conflicts through proxies. This has only been covered tangentially by 
the literature on TSG solutions and conflict management and has tended to be 
addressed more thoroughly by research on patron–client relations.5

Against this background, this article seeks to contribute to the emerging debate on 
the nexus between international donor support for decentralization (frequently 
related to TSG arrangements) and conflict management while exploring the conflict 
in eastern Ukraine prior to the Russian Federation’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine on 
24 February 2022.6 This requires innovatively linking several research strands, such 
as development aid, decentralization as a governance reform, and conflict manage-
ment, with TSG. The case of Ukraine is highly relevant for exploring the decentral-
ization–conflict management nexus in international donors’ activities, as, despite 
international efforts, the hybrid war in eastern Ukraine culminated in Russia’s full-
scale invasion.

From an outside perspective, decentralization seems an appropriate solution to 
resolve and prevent the spread or intensification of simmering violent conflicts, such 
as the conflict in eastern Ukraine between 2015 and 2022. Nevertheless, although 
TSG solutions were fostered and also supported by international donors, the conflict 
was not resolved and conflict management efforts did not prevent its escalation to a 
major interstate war. However, Russia’s involvement in the conflict through its prox-
ies since the conflict’s outbreak in 2014 weakened the decentralization–conflict 
management nexus in the Ukrainian case, despite the fact that decentralization was 
part of the political conditions for conflict resolution under the 2014 Minsk I and 



1038  East European Politics and Societies and Cultures

2015 Minsk II agreements.7 Both agreements envisaged the breakaway parts of the 
Donbas region being reintegrated into Ukraine subject to an array of security condi-
tions (ceasefire, the withdrawal of weapons and illegal armed groups from the con-
tested territories) and the Ukrainian government taking a series of political steps, 
such as constitutional reform, decentralization, and granting the reintegrated region 
broad political autonomy.8

The Russian Federation’s involvement in the conflict as a conflict party and 
its attempts to deny this by stressing the role of the Donetsk and Luhansk People’s 
Republics (“DPR” and “LPR”) contributed to the stalemate in the implementa-
tion of the Minsk II agreement due to the creation of the “sequencing trap,” that 
is, disagreement over the sequencing of security and political steps under the 
Minsk II agreement and the conditions under which the Ukrainian side would be 
able to regain control over all parts of the border.9 However, it also made decen-
tralization a very sensitive topic for international donors to address within this 
conflict setting. The hybridity of Russia’s involvement in the conflict was, inter 
alia, manifested by its sponsorship of disinformation campaigns that aimed at 
promoting the federalization of Ukraine.10 Subsequently, the contested nature of 
decentralization and its related risks in conflict contexts (e.g., the decline of cen-
tral state capacity and extremist radicalization, and the exacerbation of existing 
tensions) makes up for the “Janus-faced” manner in which it influences donors’ 
rationale and portfolios. In such settings, bilateral donors may prefer to focus on 
less contested technical issues pertaining to decentralization, such as capacity-
building or digitalization, rather than navigating the decentralization–conflict 
management nexus. Dealing with conflict-related issues may therefore be “out-
sourced” to multilateral organizations, such as the United Nations (UN). This 
leads us to the broader argument that applying a TSG solution as a conflict man-
agement tool in the context of a hybrid war is very challenging, as the conflict is 
characterized by the substantial involvement of a conflict party outside the coun-
try, disinformation campaigns, and the third state’s attempts to integrate break-
away territories.

The article is structured as follows: First, it introduces three strands of literature 
relating to (1) development aid research and donors’ motivation; (2) donor support 
for decentralization reform as part of the institution-building and governance agenda; 
and (3) the use of decentralization as a TSG solution in conflict-affected settings. The 
main part of this article will explore the decentralization–conflict management nexus 
in the engagement of international donors in Ukraine by analyzing documents per-
taining to the portfolio of donors’ programs and projects in the domains of decentral-
ization and conflict management during the period from 2014 until Russia’s full-scale 
invasion of Ukraine on 24 February 2022. The concluding part of the article will 
discuss the implications of the Ukrainian case for studies of TSG arrangements as a 
conflict management tool.
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State of the Art and Gaps in the Research on Development Aid, 
International Support for Decentralization, and Conflict 

Management

Development cooperation can be seen as satisfying four criteria: (1) it pursues the 
aim of supporting national or international development priorities; (2) it is not driven 
by profit; (3) it adheres to a policy of “positive discrimination” in favor of develop-
ing countries, that is, by creating new opportunities for them; and (4) it seeks to 
advance the local ownership of the developing country in question.11 We understand 
donor engagement as meeting these four constitutive criteria and also perceive both 
official development assistance (ODA) and non-ODA resources (e.g., stabilization 
funds, humanitarian assistance) as typical forms of support in the domains of con-
flict management.12 That said, the long-term financial and technical support for the 
implementation of TSG arrangements as a development priority and the long-term 
priorities in the domains of health, education, and social policy are more likely to be 
exercised through ODA.

While development studies represent a dynamic knowledge field, they are marked 
by several inadequacies, especially regarding donor activities in the post-Soviet 
space, as studies of international development cooperation tend to focus on unveiling 
donor practices in specific contexts and the effects of their use.13 Rather than refer-
ring to overarching concepts from political science or International Relations (IR), a 
large number of the studies on donor engagement focus on certain general principles 
of engagement (e.g., transparency, local ownership, or aid effectiveness).14 A case in 
point is the UN 2015 Agenda 2030 for Sustainable Development, “a plan of action 
for people, planet and prosperity” that has served as a set of benchmarks against 
which donor engagement has been studied.15 The focus on benchmarks and deliver-
ables not only promotes researchers’ tendency to concentrate on specific practices 
and their effects rather than conceptual issues and their interplay with practices, but 
it also impacts the research investigating donors’ motivation and how donors imple-
ment their priorities and development aid portfolios. The prominence of exploring 
donor engagement through the lens of IR theories—that is, realism or liberal and 
neoliberal institutionalism16—does not sufficiently address the complex rationale 
behind donors’ strategic choices, portfolios, and trends. This complex set of motiva-
tions is composed of a combination of political, economic, and security issues, in 
addition to concerns pertaining to institutions and ideas. As our case study will show, 
the complex interplay of rationale and priorities is characteristic of international 
donor support in conflict-affected regions, including the implementation of TSG 
arrangements as a tool to manage conflicts.

Notably, the prevailing geographical focus of development cooperation studies 
has been Africa, Latin America, and the Caribbean, as well as Southeast Asia, while 
contributions exploring donor engagement in the post-Soviet space through the 
development studies lens have been limited. 17 The reasons for this are manifold.
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The most evident of these reasons is related to the fact that international develop-
ment cooperation did not target post-Soviet countries until later than the abovemen-
tioned regions. Furthermore, the scholarly focus has been placed on integration 
processes rather than on development cooperation. In addition, international actors’ 
involvement in the region’s conflict management has been explored primarily from 
a (geo)political perspective18 and with respect to the European Union’s (EU) political 
relations with post-Soviet countries.19 Hence, given international donors’ extensive 
support for reforms in the post-Soviet space, it would be highly relevant to supple-
ment existing research with a development studies perspective. As demonstrated by 
Ala’ Alrababa’h et al. in their research on eastern Ukraine, the development studies 
lens is well suited to improving our understanding of donors’ engagement in the 
context of so-called “post-Soviet conflicts.”20 Against this background, the prewar 
decentralization–conflict management nexus in Ukraine is of interest for develop-
ment aid research as well as for the post-Soviet space, the strategies Russia employs 
to increase its influence, and the region’s conflict-affected territories.

Decentralization as a Tool for the Advancement of Governance and for 
Conflict Management

The literature on donor support for decentralization reforms in various areas of 
the world indicates two empirical categories. The first encompasses support for 
decentralization in the form of institutional reform and governance programs, not 
necessarily in conflict settings.21 Such support measures usually aim at improving 
(fiscal) governance effectiveness; providing citizens with better access to adminis-
trative, education, and health care services; and advancing local democracy and 
political participation.22 Under the second category, decentralization serves as a 
channel to implement new arrangements for power-sharing and TSG in the societies 
affected by conflicts with interethnic, linguistic, religious, or identity components.23

Decentralization as a Tool to Advance Governance

Since the mid-1980s, decentralization has frequently been recommended to 
developing countries and continues to be supported to this day.24 Donors’ rationale 
for supporting such decentralization has largely been explained by the lack of suc-
cess of the centralized approach in development aid. From the donors’ perspective 
(as exemplified by the World Bank, for instance), centralized governments face two 
interrelated challenges: (1) their representatives are far removed from communities 
and lack knowledge regarding local preferences and priorities; and (2) the people 
living in these communities do not have a sense of ownership with respect to devel-
opment projects and, therefore, make little effort to sustain them.25 Decentralization 
is thus believed to create and satisfy the prerequisites for successfully achieving 
objectives through the increased participation of local stakeholders and their  
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functional empowerment, creating opportunities for communities to acquire the 
resources necessary to finance projects that genuinely matter to them.26

Although donor-supported decentralization reforms have been implemented in 
various developing countries worldwide—for example, in Peru in 1983–1986 or in 
Cambodia in 2005–2008—scholars point to the lack of a consistent definition of 
decentralization.27 Due to the uniqueness of the decentralization agenda in each con-
text, it should be referred to as an umbrella term for distinct concepts. From the 
political-economy viewpoint, four “ideal types” of decentralization can be distin-
guished.28 (1) Deconcentration involves “the handing over of some administrative 
authority or responsibility to lower levels within central government ministries or 
agencies.”29 (2) Delegation “transfers managerial responsibility” for the exercise of 
particular public functions or the provision of public services to public entities “out-
side the regular bureaucratic structure.” (3) Privatization is similar to delegation, but 
it allows for transfer of some of the center’s previous areas of authority to private 
organizations and associations. (4) Portrayed as the most comprehensive form of 
decentralization, devolution presupposes the strengthening of subnational entities 
outside the central government’s control, for example, if specific tasks are devolved 
to highly specialized organizations (e.g., water user associations). However, this nar-
row functionalist perspective ignores the preconditions of decentralization, to which 
other literature sub-strands and concepts refer.

Neither international donor agencies nor scholars have a comprehensive recipe 
for successful decentralization. The cross-regional comparisons between Latin 
America and Asia demonstrate both the contextual embeddedness of each specific 
reform and their strikingly different outcomes.30 For instance, since the mid-2000s, 
decentralization reform has seemingly improved the performance of the sub-state 
government, while in Vietnam it had a positive effect on accountability, local democ-
racy, and poverty reduction.31 Donor-supported decentralization reforms in Brazil 
and Argentina, in contrast, were more problematic, resulting in the emergence of new 
inequalities, and both countries reverted to partial re-centralization.32 There is also 
no consensus among scholars as to the relationship between different forms of decen-
tralization and other crucial concepts, such as democratic governance or economic 
growth.33

Further research strands look at the local preconditions that are conducive to 
externally supported decentralization. Even relatively old contributions offer useful 
multifactor frameworks. Rondinelli et al., for example, argued that viable decentral-
ization reform requires an integrated political-economy framework, considering “the 
services to be decentralized, the characteristics of users, and financial and organiza-
tional alternatives.”34 Moreover, Rondinelli et al.,35 as well as other authors,36 empha-
size the need to consider political and socioeconomic conditions. Strong political 
commitment and support, and sufficient administrative and technical capacity within 
the central government and subnational bodies (in devolved states) are regarded as 
essential political prerequisites for successful top-down decentralization. In contrast, 
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typical obstacles to decentralization include opposition from elites, high-level politi-
cal corruption, and state capture. In organizational terms, decentralization requires 
detailed laws and regulations that outline the allocation of funds and responsibilities 
between levels of government, subnational entities, and considerable human and 
financial resources, as well as the appropriate psychological and behavioral condi-
tions, including an adequate level of trust between authorities at all levels.37 A wide-
spread concern relates to the emergence of overlapping areas of authority, which 
might be at risk of misuse in conflict settings. Finally, due to its cross-cutting nature, 
successful decentralization tends to be accompanied by reforms in other domains, 
such as public administration, governance, and anti-corruption,38 which are essential 
for tackling specific risks of decentralization, including the weakening of a state’s 
capacity to redistribute wealth, ineffective local administration, or an increase in 
local and regional corruption.39

Interestingly, neither Rondinelli et al.40 nor a number of other authors seeking to 
identify the prerequisites for successful decentralization and/or related risks41 refer to 
the presence or absence of a domestic or internationalized violent conflict in target 
countries. From a political theory perspective, decentralization requires the monop-
oly of the legitimate use of physical force within a given territory (as shown by Max 
Weber), which is not the case if a country faces a secessionist conflict.42 The conflict 
factor is often not referred to in empirical contributions that highlight the donor-
supported decentralization design in different countries and regions.43 Does this 
mean that international donors mainly supported decentralization in countries where 
there was no such conflict? For many contexts (e.g., Peru in the mid-1980s or 
Cambodia since the early 2000s), the answer to this question is “yes.” In other cases 
(especially the meta-analyses of factors underlying the success or failure of decen-
tralization), whether or not conflict is taken into account seems to be determined by 
the conceptual divide between two literature strands: the literature on decentraliza-
tion as a governance reform and the literature on the use of decentralization as a TSG 
arrangement in the conflict management context. Hence, if implemented in conflict 
settings, the design of decentralization reforms should ideally be informed by both 
these strands of the literature, to which this article intends to contribute.

Decentralization as a Form of TSG Arrangement to Manage Intrastate 
Conflict

Another strand of literature that deals with decentralization but de facto exists in 
parallel to the literature on decentralization and governance reform is the literature 
on decentralization as a TSG arrangement to manage conflicts. TSG solutions, 
including decentralization, are primarily implemented to deal with ethnocultural 
conflicts whereby “increasingly assertive minority groups [demand] recognition, 
accommodation, autonomy and/or territorial independence.”44 Moreover, several 
Western countries (France, Spain, Belgium, Canada) take measures to accommodate 
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diversity and prevent secessionism or violent conflicts, as seen in the 2019–2020 
Catalan protests, where constitutionally guaranteed autonomy did not serve as a 
panacea against secessionism. On the whole, there is a consensus among suprana-
tional and international organizations (EU, UN, OSCE [Organization for Security 
and Co-operation in Europe]) that different aspects of diversity (i.e., ethnic, cultural, 
linguistic, or religious) shall be protected rather than forcibly eliminated.45 One 
notable exemption, however, is Kosovo, where the risk of genocide drove the inter-
national community to promote its independence.46

Wolff distinguishes between four types of TSG arrangements that can serve as 
conflict management tools: (1) Federation presupposes “extensive self-rule with an 
institutionalized self-rule,” that is, federal subjects enjoy legislative, executive, and 
judicial powers that cannot be influenced by the federal government, including tax 
decentralization. Bosnia and Herzegovina is a case in point, as it became an asym-
metric federation on the basis of the 1995 Dayton Peace Agreement.47 (2) Autonomy 
signifies the provision of extensive self-rule for particular entities, whereby the state 
remains unitary (e.g., Catalonia or Gagauzia in Moldova). (3) Devolution provides 
for broad authorities to be delegated to subnational entities (e.g., Kenya). (4) 
Decentralization is a highly relevant tool for addressing conflicts in internally 
divided societies,48 which helps to protect minorities and maintain territorial integ-
rity (e.g., Northern Macedonia, Kosovo, Indonesia, the Democratic Republic of 
Congo, and Uganda).49

As illustrated by the various cases worldwide where these arrangements are 
applied, minority–majority cleavages can be protracted but settled.50 For instance, 
although Bosnia and Herzegovina is prone to governance challenges, such as corrup-
tion and state capture, the reorganization of the country into an asymmetric federa-
tion is seen in the literature as a viable framework for interethnic accommodation and 
conflict prevention.51 There has been no violent conflict in or with respect to Gagauzia 
since it was established as an autonomous territorial unit within the Republic of 
Moldova in 1994.52 The preservation of the territorial integrity of a multiethnic state 
in North Macedonia following the 2001 ethnic conflict is considered in the literature 
as a decentralization success story, whereby it helped the country address political, 
socioeconomic, and cultural inequalities, as well as pursue the objective of European 
integration.53 Nevertheless, as demonstrated by the mixed results of decentralization 
in dealing with conflicts in the Indonesian provinces of Aceh (declared as a success) 
and Papua, the transfer of authority and funds to the local level does not guarantee a 
contribution to conflict management.54

Although numerous empirical and meta-analytical studies praise the ability of 
decentralization to mitigate conflicts by enhancing local ownership,55 it might in fact 
fuel rather than quell further conflicts, as it offers a considerable number of opportu-
nities and resources for extremist regionalist parties and nationalist movements that 
artificially exacerbate tensions.56 By empowering subnational stakeholders, decen-
tralization may also weaken central government’s informal parallel governance 
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structures, potentially posing new risks.57 Nepal, where the very debate about new 
TSG arrangements (federalization) led to violent cleavages,58 is a clear example of 
this. Federalism in Nigeria also failed to resolve ethnic conflicts and also conflicts 
over the use of resources.59 Accordingly, scholars point to the importance of power-
sharing mechanisms that ensure minorities are represented at the central level, as 
well as the interinstitutional division of power as preconditions for the successful use 
of TSG arrangements to manage conflicts.60

To conclude, first, little cross-fertilization exists between the more general schol-
arship on donor-supported decentralization with the aim of improving governance 
and research relating to conflict management. Second, and what is more decisive, the 
research lacks accounts of situations where an entity claiming to be a conflict party 
is in fact a proxy, used by a third state, which, through its active involvement, influ-
ences the success of decentralization or rather allegedly increases the risks.61 Overall, 
research into the challenges of hybrid conflicts and the use of intrastate entities as 
proxies in international conflicts or conflicts combining an intrastate and an interna-
tional dimension remains marginal compared to the literature on TSG arrangements 
as a means of conflict management, despite the empirical evidence that has emerged 
over decades. Our study intends to address this gap by linking both strands and 
applying them to the case of Ukraine.

Support for Decentralization Reform in Ukraine and Its Link to 
Conflict Resolution (2014–February 2022)

Empirically, the decentralization–conflict management nexus in donors’ activities 
in Ukraine is centered on three key topics: (1) the underlying objectives of the 
reforms and their connection to the Minsk process; (2) the structure and scope of 
international donor engagement; and (3) links to conflict resolution. Our study 
focuses on the ten largest decentralization support programs in Ukraine, conducted 
by key bilateral donors (the EU and its Member States, the United States, Canada, 
and Switzerland) and multilateral organizations (the United Nations Development 
Programme [UNDP] and Council of Europe [CoE]) during the period from 2013 to 
2021. The projects were selected based on two criteria: (1) size of funding (largest 
funds) and (2) primary focus on decentralization (not those with decentralization as 
one of several issues).

Background, Reform Objectives, and Connection to the Minsk Process

Reforms of local self-governance and the empowerment of local communities in 
Ukraine date back to the mid-1990s. Adopted in 1996, the Constitution of Ukraine 
provided for local self-government, understood as local residents’ “right to solve the 
issues of local significance independently in terms defined by the Constitution of 
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Ukraine and Laws of Ukraine.”62 The adoption of the Law of Ukraine “On Local 
Self-Government” in Ukraine and the ratification of the European Charter of Local 
Self-Government in 1997 provided an impetus for the creation of Ukraine’s local 
government system.63 This legal framework also encompassed the Constitution of 
the Autonomous Republic of Crimea (1999a) and the legislation on the special status 
of Kyiv (1999b).64 While the system of local self-government was formed in the 
early 2000s, Ukrainian political and scholarly debate during the period from 2000 to 
2013 devoted little attention to this topic.65

The decentralization reform, initiated by the 2014 government Concept of Local 
Self-Government and Territorial Organization of Power in Ukraine, was no more 
than a top-down endeavor.66 Although the Concept was introduced in 1 April 2014, 
by which time the country had already seen the annexation of Crimea and the start of 
unrest in eastern Ukraine, it only refers to preexisting challenges of poor quality of 
and accessibility to public services, as evidenced in substandard conditions of heat-
ing, sewage, water supply, and housing and the incompatibility between local socio-
economic development policies and communities’ interests. The Concept also 
stressed the lack of direct democracy and excessive centralization of powers. To 
address this, the Concept suggested a two-stage decentralization reform with four 
key objectives: (1) ensuring quality and accessibility of public services; (2) achiev-
ing an optimal distribution of authority between the local self-government and local 
executive bodies; (3) defining a well-substantiated territorial foundation for the 
activities of local self-government and executive bodies; and (4) creating the neces-
sary material, financial, and organizational conditions for the local self-government 
bodies to exercise their own delegated authorities.67

Hence, the first stage of the reform (2014–2019) focused on enhancing territorial 
communities’ capacity to exercise their new responsibilities and marking out the 
boundaries for the authorities of local self-government and the central executive.68 
This resulted in 1,470 amalgamated communities in government-controlled territo-
ries (compared with the 11,250 before the reform), which received new areas of 
authority (e.g., in education, health, and social services) and new funds due to a new 
interbudgetary transfer system.69 At the same time, funds were distributed through 
the State Development Fund. Nevertheless, the measures to contain the Covid-19 
pandemic demonstrated the communities’ continued dependence on the center. While 
the second stage of the reform (2020–2021) has not yet been fully evaluated, the 
communities’ financial dependence and inadequate management are anticipated to 
persist. Further challenges and inequalities are expected to stem from the effects of 
the war, as some communities in the northern and southeastern parts of Ukraine have 
experienced severe destruction, occupation, and emigration.

Prior to the full-scale war, which de facto put an end to the Minsk peace process, 
the link with the conflict in eastern Ukraine and the implementation of the Minsk II 
agreement had been the most sensitive aspect of the decentralization reform. In par-
ticular, the political part of the Minsk II agreement foresaw the implementation of a 
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constitutional reform, in addition to other new laws, in 2015, thereby allowing for 
decentralization and a special status for certain areas of the Donetsk and Luhansk 
regions.70 Changes to the law have been implemented through the Law “On Special 
Order of Local Self-Government in Certain Areas of Donetsk and Luhansk Regions” 
(“Special Order Law”), which stipulated the introduction of the “special order of 
local self-government” or “special status” as conditional on the fulfillment of the 
Minsk II agreement’s security conditions.71 This, however, was not implemented, as 
the Minsk agreement remained in stalemate until it ceased to exist due to the war in 
February 2022.72

The situation with “constitutionalizing” decentralization has been different. The 
first attempt to submit the respective draft law to parliament was by the former 
President of Ukraine Petro Poroshenko in 2015.73 Although this draft law did not 
elaborate on the status of the Donetsk and Luhansk regions and only made reference 
to the Special Order Law, it was rejected by the parliament due to fears of excessive 
rights being granted to these regions.74 The second attempt to introduce decentraliza-
tion-related changes into the Constitution of Ukraine came from the current President 
Volodymyr Zelenskyy in 2019. In contrast to the 2015 draft law, this newer legisla-
tion did not contain any reference to the status of the Donetsk and Luhansk regions.75 
Yet, following discussion with the expert community, the draft law was withdrawn 
for further discussion and amendments. This time, the law was withdrawn amid con-
cerns about the formulation of the territorial communities’ rights and the status of 
prefects—recently introduced government posts responsible for state steering of the 
communities.76 Following expert consultations in 2019–2021, new attempts at estab-
lishing legal decentralization are quite unlikely.77

Although the Minsk II agreement viewed decentralization as a TSG arrangement 
aimed at resolving the conflict in eastern Ukraine, the decentralization reform–
related discourses and laws have so far had little connection to conflict resolution. 
Due to the stalemate in the implementation of the Minsk II agreement, it was highly 
unlikely that such constitutional changes would be connected to the “special status” 
of the Donetsk and Luhansk regions. Furthermore, the 2015 and 2019 constitutional 
amendments related to decentralization have been strongly securitized due to fears 
that decentralization may eventually lead to the loss of the Donetsk and Luhansk 
regions. The contribution of decentralization reforms to conflict resolution, for 
example, by empowering regions and communities and making reintegration with 
Ukraine a more attractive option for the population of the uncontrolled territories, 
have therefore not been on the agenda.

Setting the Scene: Structure and Scope of International Donor 
Engagement with Respect to the Decentralization Reform

The early post-Euromaidan era has largely been marked by active donor coordi-
nation and their efforts to set reform priorities amid Ukraine’s fragility.78 However, 
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as Table 2 shows, decentralization has been one of the reforms with the most active 
donor engagement and the strongest donor coordination.

Early decentralization-related policy documents and programs (from the EU, the 
United States, Canada, and Switzerland) demonstrate the absence of an explicit link 
between decentralization and support for conflict resolution. In the discourse, decen-
tralization was associated with “local empowerment” and “social cohesion” rather 
than being viewed as a TSG solution, as was seen when the first donors’ programs to 
support decentralization were launched in early 2014 prior to the adoption of the 
Minsk I agreement in fall 2014. The latter, however, mentions decentralization as a 
conflict resolution measure. In turn, the Minsk II agreement introduced comparably 
detailed decentralization-related provisions.79

Neither Minsk I nor Minsk II turned donors’ support for decentralization as a 
governance reform into the promotion of decentralization as a TSG solution, as 
indicated by the structure of the Donor Board on Decentralization in Ukraine 
(Donor Decentralization Board), its declared objectives, and its project scope (see 
Table 1). This board, launched in 2017, serves as a platform for coordination 
between the Ministry of Communities and Territories Development of Ukraine 
(“Minregion”), foreign diplomatic missions, and the relevant donor agencies. The 
board consists of a secretariat and six working groups, whose key areas of focus 
are presented in Table 2.

As Table 2 shows, neither of the working groups engaged with issues regarding 
the connection between decentralization and conflict resolution. The reluctance to 
link decentralization efforts with conflict is evident in the lack of involvement of the 
Ministry for Reintegration of Temporarily Occupied Territories (Ministry for 
Reintegration), a crucial institution (as well as other key actors dealing with the 
occupied territories). The Ministry for Reintegration was established by the cabinet 
in April 2016 to address all issues stemming from the temporary occupation of 
Crimea and certain areas of Donetsk and Luhansk.81 Hence, the structure of the 
Donor Decentralization Board, including the lack of involvement of the Ministry for 
Reintegration, testifies to the fact that donors focus on decentralization as gover-
nance reform, rather than on a TSG solution to the conflict in eastern Ukraine.

This argument is further supported by the insight into the scope of the major 
decentralization support projects highlighted in Table 1. In this vein, the key focus of 
the majority of bilateral and multilateral support projects has been capacity-building 
for the newly created amalgamated communities, ensuring that they are able to fulfill 
their obligations. This is evidenced by three of the largest decentralization support 
projects in Ukraine, namely, the Ukraine—Local Empowerment, Accountability and 
Development Programme (U-LEAD) with Europe and the U.S. Agency for 
International Development (USAID)-funded Governance and Local Accountability 
Activity (HOVERLA) and Decentralization Offering Better Results and Efficiency 
(DOBRE), which focused on disseminating the best practices of local self-govern-
ment among the communities and strengthening their capacity. U-LEAD is 
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Table 2
Working Groups under the Donor Decentralization Board

Working group Areas of focus Key institutions and donors involved

# 1 on Administrative, 
Territorial, and 
Decentralization 
Legal Framework

• � Legislative support for the reform, 
including the review of the 
Constitution of Ukraine

• � Status and development prospects 
of different subjects (e.g., 
communities, cities of oblast 
significance)

Minregion
Group facilitators: USAID/PULSE and CoE
Participants include U-LEAD, DESPRO, 

PLEDDG, UN Women, and the All-
Ukrainian Association of Communities

# 2 on Local Self-
Government Finances 
and Budgeting

• � Distribution of funds and subsidies 
for communities

• � Relevant budgetary and tax 
legislation

Minregion
Group facilitators: Sweden and U-LEAD
Participants include the Ministry of Finance, 

USAID, U-LEAD, and the All-Ukrainian 
Association of Communities

# 3 on Local 
Democracy and the 
Development of 
Forms of Direct 
Democracy

• � Different forms of citizens’ digital 
participation (e.g., e-petitions)

•  Bodies of citizen self-organization
•  Civil society development strategy

Minregion
Group facilitators: Minregion and CoE
Participants include DESPRO, PLEDDG, 

USAID, UNDP, CoE, and Sweden

# 4 on Regional and 
Local Development

• � The implementation of the State 
Strategy for Regional Development 
2021–2027

U-LEAD, PLEDDG UNDP, EU for Business 
(FORBIZ), and USAID AGRO project

# 5.1 on Administrative 
Services

• � Operation of the Administrative 
Services Center

•  Digital administrative services

Minregion
Group facilitators: U-LEAD
Participants include Ministry for Digital 

Transformation, U-LEAD, PLEDDG, 
USAID, Sweden, and Canada

# 5.2 on Municipal 
Services

•  Communal services
• E nergy efficiency

Participants include DESPRO and U-LEAD, 
USAID, and UNDP

# 5.3 on Humanitarian 
Policy

• E ducation
•  Culture, youth, sports, and tourism

Minregion
Participants include the Ministry of Culture, 

Youth and Sports of Ukraine, Ministry of 
Social Policy of Ukraine, and U-LEAD

# 5.5 on Public Order •  Security in communities
• � Citizens’ voluntary participation in 

security measures in communities

Group facilitator: DESPRO
Participants include National Police of 

Ukraine, UNDP, and U-LEAD
# 6.1 on 

Communication
• � Communication, including the 

communication of changes to the 
Constitution

Minregion
Group facilitator: DESPRO
Participants include U-LEAD, CoE, DESPRO, 

USAID, PLEDDG, and the United Kingdom
# 6.2 on Training 

Systems and 
Knowledge 
Management

• � Capacity-building of local 
communities

Minregion
Group facilitator: USAID and CoE
Participants include National State Service 

Agency (NADS), U-LEAD, Organization for 
Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE)

# 7 on Gender Equality 
and Decentralization

•  Promoting equal opportunities Minregion
Group facilitator: UN Women
Participants include CoE, Sweden, and 

U-LEAD

Note. PULSE = Policy for Ukraine Local Self-Government Project; U-LEAD = Ukraine—Local Empowerment, 
Accountability and Development Programme; UN = United Nations; CoE = Council of Europe; USAID = U.S. 
Agency for International Development; UNDP =United Nations Development Programme; PLEDDG = Partnership for 
Local Economic Development and Democratic Governance; DESPRO = Decentralization Support for Ukraine.
Source: Authors’ own elaboration based on information from the website: https://donors.decentralization.gov.ua/
uploads/admin/donors_senate/file_uk/files/58eb8e2c6783ec045d924a23/CRF_for_reporting_Minregion_ukr.pdf 
(accessed 14 October 2022).

https://donors.decentralization.gov.ua/uploads/admin/donors_senate/file_uk/files/58eb8e2c6783ec045d924a23/CRF_for_reporting_Minregion_ukr.pdf
https://donors.decentralization.gov.ua/uploads/admin/donors_senate/file_uk/files/58eb8e2c6783ec045d924a23/CRF_for_reporting_Minregion_ukr.pdf
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particularly known for launching the network of Administrative Service Centers82 in 
amalgamated communities.

Moreover, HOVERLA, DOBRE, and various smaller projects (PLEDDG, 
DESPRO, CoE; see Table 1) have tended to focus on advancing local democracy and 
facilitating citizen engagement with local governance within amalgamated territorial 
communities. In addition, the Policy for Ukraine Local Self-Government Project 
(PULSE) program seeks to improve amalgamated communities’ access to transferred 
funds. Sectoral decentralization (e.g., health, education, and social services) is 
another frequent target for decentralization support. Given the cross-cutting nature of 
the decentralization reform and the fact that it is linked to numerous spheres, there is 
substantial interaction and cooperation between donor-funded decentralization-spe-
cific initiatives and other projects in the governance domain, such as the project 
“Gender-Oriented Budgeting” (GRB, 2014–2021, funded by Sweden) or 
“E-Governance for Accountability and Participation” (EGAP, funded by Switzerland). 
The ten largest donor-funded projects selected for this analysis also testify to the 
strong emphasis on technical issues related to decentralization (e.g., public service 
quality, e-governance) while avoiding politicized matters impacting the conflict. 
Only one of the ten donor projects studied had an explicit conflict link—the UNDP 
Ukraine’s Recovery and Peacebuilding Programme (UN RPP).83

There are several possible explanations as to why international donors see decen-
tralization as a way of advancing governance rather than a TSG solution: (1) decen-
tralization was initially introduced by the Ukrainian authorities as a means to improve 
governance and strengthen social cohesion amid the political turmoil that followed 
Euromaidan, and donors followed this model; (2) although the Minsk I and II agree-
ments provided for decentralization reforms, the politicization of the agreements and 
their subsequent stalemate prevented donors from supporting decentralization reform 
in the territories not controlled by the government of Ukraine; (3) the Minsk agree-
ment stalemate and the Russian Federation’s narrative of Ukrainian federalization 
turned decentralization into a politicized topic, which increased the Ukrainian gov-
ernment’s and society’s skepticism toward Western donors’ support for TSG. As 
Western donors do not recognize the Donetsk and Luhansk Peoples’ Republics, any 
reform is limited to the government-controlled area. In addition, Russia’s external 
involvement in the conflict, despite not officially acknowledging its role, limited the 
international community’s activities in the conflict-affected areas to humanitarian 
assistance.

The Singular Case of TSG Support Linked to Conflict Resolution: 
Understanding UN RPP’s Activities in Ukraine

Bringing together twelve international partners over the period from 2015 to 
2022, the UN RPP is the only large-scale international assistance program that has 
both addressed the needs of eastern Ukraine since the outbreak of the conflict in 
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2014 and linked those needs with decentralization.84 The UN RPP involves four UN 
agencies (UNDP, UN Women, the UN Population Fund [UNFPA], and the UN Food 
and Agriculture Organization) and can be seen as a more neutral multilateral 
endeavor to address such sensitive issues than that of bilateral donors.

In contrast to bilateral decentralization support projects, UN RPP involved both 
Minregion and the Ministry for Reintegration (plus local administrations in six 
oblasts, the government-controlled areas of the Donetsk and Luhansk oblasts, 
Dnipropetrovsk, Zaporizhzhia, Kharkiv, and Zhytomyr). Its assistance focused on 
three components: (1) economic recovery and the restoration of critical infrastruc-
ture; (2) local governance and decentralization; and (3) community security and 
social cohesion.85 While (1) and (2) primarily served to reduce the socioeconomic 
impact of the conflict (labor market, infrastructure, psychological rehabilitation), (2) 
aimed, in contrast, to use decentralization as a governance strategy to implement 
priorities (1) and (3). The substance of the UN RPP resembles that of other donor 
initiatives outside the conflict-affected areas, thereby focusing, for example, on local 
administrative services related to gender-sensitive, transparent, and participatory 
processes. The key area of UN RPP support related to conflict was the administra-
tive, psychological, and legal assistance provided to people personally affected by 
the violent conflict. Hence, decentralization support was expected to reduce the suf-
fering caused by the conflict, rather than contribute to conflict management. It was 
expected to foster the benefits of decentralization in conflict-affected regions while 
strengthening local resilience, promoting social cohesion, and, thus, making reinte-
gration with Ukraine an attractive option.86 In fact, decentralization reforms could 
solve several other shortcomings of the uncontrolled territories, such as the lack of 
citizen participation and poor quality of public services. Nevertheless, the Minsk 
process stalemate and breaches of the permanent ceasefire prevented local citizens 
from fully enjoying such benefits of decentralization.

Conclusion

New power-sharing and TSG arrangements represent a frequently used yet not 
unequivocally effective form of conflict resolution. Despite Ukraine’s decentraliza-
tion-related obligations under the Minsk I and Minsk II agreements, donors sup-
ported decentralization in Ukraine as a strategy to promote better governance rather 
than resolve the conflict. A look at the structure of the Donor Decentralization Board 
and the substance of the largest donor-supported initiatives demonstrates that efforts 
focused on legislative reforms that support the amalgamation of communities, which 
increased their capacity. The link with conflict resolution has been weak. While the 
UN RPP has been the only major initiative relating decentralization to the conflict-
affected regions, it in fact supported decentralization as a governance strategy within 
a conflict-affected setting, rather than as a TSG solution.
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There are five reasons why decentralization has been supported as a governance 
strategy as opposed to a TSG solution. First, the government’s decentralization 
reform was initially introduced following the annexation of Crimea, but before the de 
facto states were established. Its intention had been to foster better governance and 
social cohesion following the change of power in the wake of Euromaidan, rather 
than conflict resolution. Second, apart from facilitating a highly unstable ceasefire 
for a limited period of time, the Minsk I and II agreements (which envisaged consti-
tutionalized decentralization and the special status of Donbas as TSG arrangements) 
were never implemented. Consequently, Ukrainian decentralization has been limited 
to government-controlled territory and developed outside the realm of conflict reso-
lution. In other words, if Minsk I or Minsk II had been comprehensively imple-
mented, Ukraine-wide decentralization would have emerged as a TSG contribution 
to conflict management. The stalemate of the Minsk I and II agreements, however, 
blocked this option. Third, Minsk I and II’s “sequencing trap,” which politicized any 
federalization or TSG, turned decentralization into a highly sensitive issue for 
Ukrainian society, partly fueled by Russian narratives. Consequently, Western 
donors’ support for decentralization as a TSG solution risked being part of this politi-
cization, which would have had a negative impact on donors’ state-building efforts. 
Fourth, this fear of politicization and (perceived) interference in Russia’s influence 
in the region explains the bilateral donors’ move to “delegate” the conflict-related 
part of their support for decentralization to the joint initiative conducted under the 
multilateral umbrella of the UN agencies. Fifth, it was the Russian Federation’s 
involvement in the conflict via its proxies—unrecognized separatist entities “DPR” 
and “LPR”—that prevented Western donors from using decentralization as a conflict 
management tool in the Ukrainian context. In other words, the non-recognition of the 
separatist entities by the West and Ukraine, along with Russia’s refusal to acknowl-
edge its role as a party in the conflict, made it impossible for Western donors to 
implement assistance programs beyond the government-controlled regions of 
Ukraine.

Russia’s recognition of the so-called People’s Republics and its use of “protecting 
the Donbas people” argument as a casus belli can be seen as additional proof of 
Russia’s role in the conflict since 2022 and the instrumentalization of the People’s 
Republics for the purposes of coercive diplomacy. This evidence supports the impres-
sion that the Minsk agreements were “destined for a deadlock,” as Kristian Åtland 
(2020) rightly put it, and, consequently, that it would be impossible for international 
donors to use decentralization as a TSG solution in Ukraine amid Russia’s involve-
ment in the conflict through its proxies.87

The Ukrainian case thus illustrates how decentralization can be used in a conflict 
context as a strategy to improve governance, rather than to solve the conflict. This 
leads us to make three analytical observations, which are important for further stud-
ies of decentralization in conflict management contexts and consideration of the use 
of proxies by alleged third parties in such conflicts for development cooperation 
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purposes. First, our analysis of the decentralization–conflict management nexus in 
Ukraine reveals that, for a thorough analytical understanding of the intentions of 
international donors in supporting decentralization, we need to have a complete pic-
ture of such efforts and a nuanced understanding of their background, especially if 
they are being implemented in a conflict context. Hence, further interaction between 
studies of decentralization as a governance reform and its application as a conflict 
management tool is needed. As the conflict aspect is barely considered by the litera-
ture on decentralization as a governance strategy, more knowledge is needed to 
ensure better designed decentralization programs aimed at improving governance in 
conflict-affected contexts. Second, our study highlights the extent to which the use 
of proxies in a conflict by an alleged third party or the hybrid mixtures of interstate 
and intrastate conflicts influence the design of donor support, including the decision 
to use decentralization (or another TSG solution) as a means of conflict management. 
Third, the latter factor influences the “division of labor” among donors, with more 
politically sensitive issues potentially being addressed jointly and/or via multilateral 
organizations, which are perceived as being guided less by geostrategic ambitions 
than regional organizations or countries from within the same region.
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