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Slovak and Czech politicsA political earthquake in central Europe brings new faces and high hopes 

Jun 17th 2010 | BRATISLAVA AND PRAGUE 
AFTER years of sleaze and stagnation central European politics is livening up. In April the centre-right gained a thumping majority in Hungary. At the end of May Czech voters, spurred by an anti-corruption campaign, shunned the two main parties for newcomers. And now Slovaks have evicted the country’s most effective politician, the populist and nationalist prime minister Robert Fico, in favour of a bunch of free-market parties preaching lean government and ethnic harmony. 

Iveta Radicova (pictured), head of the centre-right Christian Democrats (SDKU-DS), is set to form a government backed by 79 of the 150 parliamentary deputies. The sociology professor, nicknamed the “Tatra Tigress”, will be Slovakia’s first woman prime minister (and one of a mere handful of prominent female politicians in the region). Her party won only 28 seats; it has a chance of power thanks to the collapse of Mr Fico’s coalition partners and a surge in support for two newcomers. 

Slovakia’s political landscape has changed. The party of Vladimir Meciar, an authoritarian ex-prime minister who isolated Slovakia from Europe in the 1990s, failed to pass the 5% threshold needed to enter parliament. It is now likely to fold. The racist Slovak National Party squeaked in. Its loudmouth leader, Jan Slota, said he was “crying”. Both parties were Mr Fico’s allies. He pandered to their voters during the election campaign, to some effect: his nominally centre-left party’s share of the vote rose by 6%, gaining it 62 seats. It polled strongly among poorer and provincial voters. But flirting with the fringe made Mr Fico a pariah in the eyes of more mainstream potential partners.

These include the new Most-Hid (from the Slovak and Hungarian words for “bridge”), run by Bela Bugar, who used to run another well-rooted Hungarian ethnic party. The old outfit did not meet the 5% threshold, whereas the new lot, which aims to cross the ethnic divide, gained a surprising 8%. Most-Hid’s success seems to have stunned the new government in Budapest, which bet heavily on its defeated rival. The other newcomer, Freedom and Solidarity (known as SaS), did far better than expected, polling 12%. It is run by Richard Sulik, a zealous economic liberal who brought the flat tax to Slovakia in its free-market glory days. SaS fought the election using social-networking and messaging websites, chiefly Facebook and Twitter. 

The new four-party Slovak coalition (it also includes a small Christian-Democrat party) will have two big tasks. One is to fix the public finances. Slovakia’s deficit has risen to 6.8% of GDP, following an economic contraction of 4.7% last year. The other is to mend relations with Hungary, plagued by rows over language and loyalty. Ms Radicova wants to scrap a new law that strips Slovaks of their passports if they take dual Hungarian citizenship. (She also opposes Slovakia’s contribution to the euro-zone bail-out fund.) 

The Slovak result echoes that of the Czech election two weeks earlier, where anti-corruption campaigns swung votes behind new parties, which did well in Prague and among younger voters. Two of them—TOP 09, led by Karel Schwarzenberg, a Habsburg-tinged aristocrat and former foreign minister, and the more populist Public Matters—are in coalition talks with the centre-right Civic Democrats. 

Public finances are a worry in the Czech Republic too (fears of the “road to Greece” played prominently in the election campaign). The coalition parties want to start working on a new budget as soon as the government has been agreed on, probably on July 7th. The country has promised the European Union to get the deficit below 3% of GDP by 2013, from 5.3% this year. The government should hold 118 of the 200 seats in the lower house, making it a bit more secure than its Slovak counterpart when it faces tough fiscal decisions.

It will have a harder job meeting voters’ expectations of cleaner politics. A campaign called “Replace the Politicians”, run by a group of apolitical but public-spirited marketing experts, helped focus voters’ wrath on some of the worst offenders, who found themselves voted off party lists. But the problems go deep. A cosy cartel between the old parties has brought worrying overlaps between business and politics, the stench of dirty money from the east and a stream of scandals involving the courts, police and spooks. Mr Schwarzenberg describes corruption as a “cancer” that threatens to turn the country into “Sicily, minus the sea and oranges”. But as Italians know, moaning about corruption is one thing. Eradicating it is quite another
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PRAGUE, Czech Republic, Feb. 23 (UPI) -- Corruption here. Corruption there. Corruption at the top echelons nearly everywhere. Welcome to the Czech Republic.

And let me be clear -- I find no joy in writing this. I have interacted with Czechoslovakia and the Czech Republic for more than 25 years. The people of the country have been good to me. But it is time to stop pretending the country is some sort of model for business and political ethics.

And, painfully, instead of an outcry, most everyone in politics and business, and even the media, turn a blind eye. Young politicians learn quickly either to be quiet or to join in. Top business in the Czech Republic is even worse -- they have fine-tuned corruption into an art form.

Most normal souls -- most Czechs -- find it all disgraceful and very embarrassing but few have dared to fight it. And when they have, most are simply ignored. Some have ended up in the hospital or even in the morgue.

Led by the former Communist and Apparatchik class and their offspring; abetted by a generation of 30-something young Czechs who have zero values and revolting role-models; and Western corporations who couldn't give one rats -- corruption is in full swing in the Land of Bohemia.

My dissident friends are mostly exhausted and want to move on. Some of my business friends increasingly find me uncomfortable to be around because they don't want to be involved. Among several pseudo-not-for-profits dominated by the Communist elite, an organization called Comenius -- whose founder Karel Muzikar was an agent in the StB (Communist Secret Police) -- regularly slag off the Prague Society and me behind our backs.

Since Muzikar will again deny it, I invite all to look at his file in the Security Services Archive, responsible for cataloging the data on the Nazi and Communist totalitarian regimes. His reference numbers are 26019 and 21458, date of birth Feb. 2, 1940, under the code names "Kurt" and "Zdenek. Welcome to reality Mr. Muzikar. You and your ilk deserve jail time, not careers in a burgeoning democracy.

In fact, it isn't just his Communist past that stands out; his business ethics -- like many in his class -- are abhorrent and revolting. In fact, he has passed it down to his son, a partner in the Czech subsidiary of the New York Law firm Weil, Gotshal & Manges -- which evidently finds it appropriate to turn a blind eye well. Many government contracts they have bid for are rife with corruption. Maybe the partners in New York don't care. Maybe they don't want to know.

Of course, I wait for the time when people like Muzikar dare to tell me to my face the garbage they claim to diplomats and others behind my back. That should be about 1,000 years. And, they are so clueless; they think it won't get back to me. Ah, yes, the Communists were arrogant then, and they continue to be stupid now.

A recent scandal in the defense ministry has been dominating the headlines. It was broken by Mlada Fronta Dnes -- the Czech Republic's largest serious newspaper -- and has been the headlines of the Czech media the last days. It centers on the sale of trucks to the Austrian company Steyer -- a subsidiary of U.S. company General Dynamics. It involves a $761 million contract to buy armored personnel carriers for the Czech army -- the latest in a series of suspected shady military deals.

While many political leaders have been named, including former Prime Ministers Stanislav Gross and Mirek Topolanek, several businessmen and the the two leading political parties, my personal focus is on the current Defense Minister Martin Bartak.

Bartak, even previously as Deputy Defense Minister, has a long history and reputation for being shady. Several sources, including ranking public officials who asked to for anonymity, confirmed to me he is on the take.

Bartak represents the absolute worst of the Czech political class. He has fired highly competent Defense Ministry officials for dubious reasons. I suspect they didn't want to play ball. He regularly issues bold-faced denials about his activities to the press. What a crock!

The Austrian State Attorney and her Czech counterpart have announced investigations. Former staff members of the U.S. Embassy in Prague and Bratislava also confirmed that reports were sent to the FBI in the United States. A source at the FBI has confirmed this as well.

Bartak should resign. He should also be indicted.

U.S. Attorney General Eric Holder, the U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission, and New York Attorney General Andrew Cuomo should launch investigations under the U.S. Foreign Corrupt Practices Act.

It is time to slap these folks down.

It is time to remove their grubby hands from the cookie jar.

