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Atlantic Eye: Of Mice and Men

BONN, Germany, July 4 (UPI) -- President Vaclav Klaus of the Czech Republic is an embarrassment to his people and country. He is not the only one who caught my eye last week. A glance across the boarder to Slovakia and a potential new government -- strait out of the NSDAP Handbook- makes even President Klaus seem bearable. 

On a balmy and overcast day last week, the respected United States Ambassador to Prague William J. Cabanis had invited Czech society to join him at his residence. It was the annual Independence Day celebrations -- one of the hottest tickets of the Prague societal calendar -- called early because of Czech holidays the week of July 4th. In addition to U.S. citizens, present were the good and famous -- from Vaclav Havel to the newly nominated Foreign Minister Alexandr Vondra; most members of the Parliament and the Senate; from His Highness Prince Mansour al Saud to almost all ambassadors, many business people and members of the establishment. 

It is standard practice for the ambassador and a ranking Czech politician, normally the president or prime minister, to hold a speech commemorating U.S. Independence Day. I have heard many of them -- from President Havel to Prime Ministers's Pithart, Spidla, Tosonovsky and Zeman. They have talked of the great friendship between the Czechs and United States, of the history of the American people, of the sacrifices during war for democracy and freedom, of the role the United States played in bringing down communism. Most have struck the right tone. 

Ambassador Cabanis gave a speech fit for the Rotunda of the U.S. Capitol. In tone and echo, it was of statesman quality. It was patriotic. The ambassador's voice broke as he spoke of the sacrifices of U.S. soldiers, "of what they have given for us all." He spoke of the Czech commitment to democracy, of his fondness for Prague and the Czech people. 

A former Birmingham businessman and Alabama State Senator, Ambassador Cabanis is a superb representative of the United States people. I have worked with hundreds of ambassadors in numerous countries. Of the five ambassadors who have served in Prague since the fall of communism - Bill Cabanis is the best to have held the position. With his competence and southern charm -- and his wonderful wife Catherine, an artist by profession, at his side -- he has graced the Czech lands with his energy, respect and dignity. 

And so, President Klaus approached the podium to deliver his Independence Day address. Klaus -- the head of state -- proceeded to ramble on in a partisan attack on the current government of Prime Minister Paroubek. As he continued to blather about the recent elections in the Czech Republic, people began to murmur. Heads turned as the assembled guests could clearly be seen whispering to each other in embarrassment. Several people questioningly turned to me, and quickly turned away. Nothing about President Klaus's speech was statesmanlike or appropriate. It was small-minded, vindictive and provincial. It was an insult to the United States; it was an insult to the institution of the Czech presidency; it was an insult to his people. 

The next day at the Canada Day celebrations, I talked with Ambassador Bruce Jutzi and his wife Pearl. They are going back to Ottawa -- a big loss for Prague, a big gain for the Canadian Foreign Ministry. Bruce and Pearl are salt-of-the-earth -- "good people" as we say in upstate New York and lower-Ontario. We began to chat as the ambassador was called away to greet the Czech prime minister. 

I have disagreed politically with Prime Minister Paroubek, but on this day he was good indeed. Having recently lost the elections and heading a caretaker government he spoke of his convictions and political work. He quickly moved on to the Czech's role in Europe and worldwide, to the expansion of Europe and of the Czech's military role in Iraq. The speech won strong applause. Several opposition members of the government and a possible future minister approached me and said with an embarrassed sigh, "thankfully Klaus wasn't here today to shame us." 

Earlier in the day, June 30th 2006, I had spoken briefly to outgoing Slovak Foreign Minister Eduard Kukan. It had been announced that SMER -- a populist and alarmist socialist party headed by Robert Fico; HZDS the party of the former prime minister Meciar -- a thug and pariah best known for helping isolate his country from Europe in the 1990s; and the virulently bigoted anti-Hungarian SNS headed by a Mr. Slota, would be forming a government. The incoming Slovak government has publicly stated it will role back the 19 percent flat tax and cancel many of the economic programs that have made Slovakia the fastest growing economy in Central Europe. 

"It is a complete disaster," I said. Kukan sighed. I was silent. I thought of this remarkable foreign minister, one of the longest serving in Europe. A transformed communist, this is a man who has helped Slovakia take its rightful place amongst its European neighbors. 

Along with Prime Minister Dzurinda, Kukan has shown leadership and stature internationally, taking the lead on such issues as Belarus, Georgia and the Ukraine. Like his Czech counterpart Cyril Svoboda -- a man too nice for politics -- who is regretfully leaving his post -- Central Europe will be losing several outstanding advocates. 

Like the great earthquakes of California, elections arrive un-announced throwing those who serve off their feet. They once stood tall, and then they are pushed aside. 

-- 

(Marc S. Ellenbogen is chairman of the Global Panel Foundation and president of the Prague Society for International Cooperation. A venture capitalist with seats in Berlin and Prague, he is a Senior Associate at Syracuse's Maxwell School. He may be reached at Ellenbogen@globalpanel.org)
