Qui bono?

Why do they call them Croatian presidential elections when people living in another country who never had residence in Croatia cast potentially decisive votes in Croatia’s elections? Because such has been the case since the 1990 election of Croatia’s first president, Franjo Tudjman, and subsequently this arrangement was formalized in 1993. In fact, this practice of extending voting rights to ethnic Croats, the largest portion of which live in a neighboring country (where they are also eligible to vote), was set up by Tudjman and his HDZ party and has subsequently been tacitly condoned by other parties. And we are talking about voting privileges extended to residents of another country who do not pay taxes in Croatia but who have benefited from the largesse of the Croatian taxpayers for nearly two decades. At the time it probably looked innocent enough, meant as a sign of solidarity with the less fortunate brethren. And besides, in a time of war, strife and confusion such things did get slipped in without close scrutiny. So eventually these entanglements do get sorted out, right? People do strive for clarity in a functioning democracy, right? There is such a thing as order and transparency, right?

This is the presidential election year 2010! And this arrangement is still one of the striking anomalies among Western democracies. Over 4 million Croatians are eligible to vote (which is strange on the face of it because Croatia has a population of 4 million!), plus some 150,000 in what is termed the “diaspora” plus some 250,000 citizens and residents of another country, namely Bosnia and Herzegovina who are also considered part of the “diaspora” who are also eligible to vote. Surely there is a modicum of reciprocity for such prolonged generosity and Croatians can, in turn, vote in Bosnia and Herzegovina’s elections, right? Wrong! Surely these voters have to go to designated Croatian embassies and consulates to vote in order to minimize potential voting “irregularities” and ensure an orderly process? Wrong. There are some 150 voting stations set up in Bosnia Herzegovina (a notoriously non-transparent country by any measure) for the Croatian elections and they curiously always report their results last on election day. If all this sounds like a terribly convoluted and dubious apparatus, then one should ask: Who benefits? Qui bono? 

And surely the distribution of votes among parties must be roughly analogous to the distribution in Croatia proper, right? Wrong! The vote is markedly skewed in a certain direction. While Croatians blithely go to their voting stations to cast their ballots, Bosnia and Herzegovinian Croats flock to their voting stations as though there were a fire sale on because of their perception that promises have been made to them. But surely presidential candidates, nonetheless, focus their campaigns on their tax paying constituents within Croatia? Wrong. Some leading candidates spend considerable time and invest considerable Croatian resources mining votes in another country to gain advantage in the Croatian election. And to good avail, given current election “standards”. And surely these entanglements are being sorted out, right? Wrong. Nobody seems to be able to properly focus the public attention on tidying up this legacy. Is it not particularly odd that with one hand Croatians staunchly insist on absolute territorial integrity on the western flank, not ceding one single centimeter while with the other hand compromising their precious electoral integrity on the eastern flank by potentially ceding it to residents of another country who have different interests? Does the one hand know what the other hand is doing? 

To be sure, entanglements are not difficult to find in this corner of Europe, but the will to disentangle them and find proper solutions is difficult to find, especially where voting rights are as dubious as they continue to be in Croatia. If Croatians themselves do not disentangle this then the E.U. will ultimately insist on it (provided Croatia actually wants to or can be an E.U. member). If Croatians don’t do it themselves (since it’s entirely in their hands to do so) then it would surely be seen as another sign of a lack of seriousness of purpose. Who benefits from this lack of resolve and clarity? Qui bono? 

Speaking of entanglement, during presidential election season it is not only the political pulpits that are teeming with proclamations and issuing edicts about who should be the next president. It is, moreover, the religious pulpits (including in neighboring Bosnia and Herzegovina) that are injecting themselves into elections, often telling their captive flock for whom to vote.  Elections are scheduled for Sunday. What a coincidence! The flock exit the church and enter the voting booth. Religion lumped together with politics in a symbiotic relationship, whereby the Catholic hierarchy endorses certain political candidates and, in turn, Church hierarchy regularly shows up along side of politicos for road openings, school openings and other secular events. Wait a minute! Does anyone notice that there is such a thing as a cornerstone of democracy known as the separation of church and state? 

One person who has noticed is the outgoing president, Stjepan Mesic. He has been the adult supervision in the room when it comes to this entanglement although he is considered by many in Croatia to have been a compromised president. He is leaving office now after ten years in the presidency. One thing for which he cannot be faulted is for enforcing the separation of church and state as written into the constitution at a time when others were averting their eyes. Such an inappropriate conflation of interests which flies in the face of the constitution has wrongly been portrayed by the media as Mesic vs. the Church. Mesic is not the issue. It is the constitution which all Croatian citizens should stand behind that is the issue. Trying to make it into a Mesic vs. Church issue demonstrates a total lack of understanding of the basic tenets of democracy. And it also represents a failure on the part of the media for framing the wrong issue instead of dutifully enlightening the citizenry about the constitution! So, what we have is a mish mash of ethnic and religious legacies projected onto a political and constitutional edifice. No wonder the edifice sometimes looks shaky. Where is the citizenry to give it backbone? Where is the muscle of democracy? Where is the will to do the right thing?

It is good to strive for clarity, especially in a functioning democracy. It is virtuous to establish some standard of public order and accountability by making presidential elections transparent and orderly so that no matter what the outcome, people can have confidence in having participated freely and fairly, thus paving the way for a fruitful five years ahead where people are united in a common purpose and focused on the common road ahead. Why not then insist on a clean break with dubious, compromising and self-defeating practices from the past? Why not insist on best practices? On good governance? Who benefits from the lack of clarity and transparency? Qui bono? 

In a field of some 12 candidates only four or five candidates were routinely covered by the media (sometimes for their political platforms and sometimes for their hot air) and the rest were basically given short shrift and written off by the pundits. Why? Candidates who parade around without concrete, verifiable and binding solutions to Croatia’s problems should have taken a back seat in the public eye to lesser known candidates who actually proposed solutions. The media should have taken a principled position and highlighted those solutions.

Why do the media promote this convolution of mixing the serious with the frivolous? Why not insist on a real standard for public discourse? Why not change the tone from asking candidates’ opinions to holding their feet to the fire by making them either commit to something or lose their spotlight? Instead of asking candidates what they would do to balance the state budget, why not present them with a pledge to read and sign on the spot committing themselves to doing so. Place the burden on them because the rest is all hot air. How about a pledge to fight corruption? How about a pledge to fight nepotism in the workplace? 

How about a pledge to tell Croatians what they really need to know about becoming responsible members of the E.U. instead of allowing the candidates to use E.U. accession as a football to kick around?  The convolution around the question of Croatia’s E.U. accession bid persisting in the year 2010 is inexcusable in light of the fact that Croatians have been told year in and year out for six years that they were somehow on the yellow brick road to accession. The candidates and the media must come clean about the real prospects for accession, based on an admission of the time wasted in the recent past and a pledge to make a concerted effort with realistic timelines. Why not strive for clarity instead of perpetuating obfuscation? Who benefits from this? Qui bono?

Croatians need to change the tone surrounding elections and other primary markers involving the public trust. There is still time in this election with the final round now underway. Instead of listening to obfuscation, conjecture and innuendo Croatians need to insist now -- more than ever -- on facts, clarity, accountability and separation of church and state and on their inalienable rights. National elections must be transparent, unencumbered by ethnic and religious water-toting, media manipulations and the primacy of personal interests over the public good. Restore public trust now. Hold candidates and the media accountable now!
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