Irresolute rule 

There is a complete lack of political leadership in the developed world today 
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Tough times indeed, but for whom? It seems that leaders, with spin doctors and advisers, are safely cocooned from the consequences of their decisions. Many look forward to a statutory retirement age on a pension commensurate with their ending salary. Yes, they set an example -- that of an expensively suited CEO who fails to draw the equation between his own incompetence and his employer's declining profits. 

To take the analogy further, many of today's leaders are no longer entrepreneurs but employees. They are not even employees of dynamic small or medium-size businesses where the cash flow is under close scrutiny and golden parachutes are not on offer. Many contemporary leaders are the equivalent of the guy who may have sown a few oats but basically kept his nose clean, or came from a family that kept it clean for him. He wasn't the most brilliant kid in the class, but he found a niche in an enterprise that had ceased to be enterprising. He was always somewhere else when departments were downsized. Pushing paper was his job -- he knew that any pretence of production belonged to the Iron Age. And his firm -- Government & Co. -- was just one of the many worldwide whose executives knew it would be bailed out when push came to shove -- that it was just too indispensable to be dispensed with. 

There is not simply a leadership crisis in the developed world today but a complete lack of political leadership. Current leaders are not guided by the conviction of their beliefs. Most leaders have no strategic targets -- they are only interested in presenting messages to the media. The aftermath of the Iraq war has demonstrated how wishful thinking can be the power behind political will. And when the happy ending disappeared over the rainbow, few were prepared to take responsibility: It was all the fault of those damn terrorists. 

In this and less-publicized ventures, Western leadership has shown a lack of strategy that defies belief. And for 99 percent of the time it gets away with it. 

Many candidates for political leadership are not intellectually or psychologically prepared to handle major issues of principle or responsibility. They find it difficult to rise above day-to-day matters ("firefighting") and feel they cannot afford to work on long-term strategies. With no policies to implement, their attention is focused on keeping themselves in power by short-term strategies and media appeal. Global vision is lacking and foreign policy is constructed to appeal to domestic interests at best -- and to small interest groups at worst. Short-term economic issues predominate. Leaders and their electorate are caught in a vicious circle: The electorate is no longer capable of asking the right questions -- it only wants to know what the immediate benefits will be. Understandable, but not really helpful to a political system. 

What is the answer to this stalemate? Do we need more visionary leaders and policies founded on great ideas? Radical movements to change the world? God (or Whoever) forbid. The 20th century was the era when visionary ideas were put into practice, with devastating effects on society. Are we now experiencing a global crisis of ideology? In a sense, but it is the ideologies that cause the crises and the conflicts in the first place. What we have to face in the 21st century is the increasing influence of fundamentalism in all its forms -- particularly fundamental Christianity and Islamism but also sects that expand to fill a spiritual vacuum. In the name of some higher ideal, fundamentalism imposes values and codes of behavior that it claims are unassailable. The ultimate goal is power, not only over those who are persuaded to accept these values and codes but over the wider community. It is true that there have also been visions of global peace and cooperation. But what have they brought us? Global institutions such as the United Nations are ineffective. The European Union cannot define what it is not. 

It seems that in the sound-bite era it is enough to sprinkle a post-totalitarian country with the holy water of democracy and move on. Democracy has to be preceded by education, by constitutional reform and by rule of law. Even in its present demoralized condition, the parliamentary system of the West has certain norms and guarantees of behavior. 

One of the great dangers we face is the insidiously growing disregard of our leaders for these norms and guarantees. This does not go unnoticed by the electorate, and disillusion with political leadership breeds indifference. In North America and Western Europe, the turnout of voters at elections has declined dramatically over the last 40 years. At the beginning of the 1990s, the emancipated population of the post-communist countries rushed to the polls, only to find the same old apparatchiks and opportunists in power. In 1990 voter turnout in Czechoslovakia was 93.1 percent; by 1998 it had fallen to 76.7 percent and 78.9 percent in the Czech and Slovak Republics respectively, according to the International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance in Sweden. In the U.S. presidential election of 2000, voter turnout was barely over 50 percent. Disillusioned nonvoters even take pride in their lack of involvement. 

The danger is that when infrastructures don't work, a power vacuum is created: Those in power exploit their advantages, and a network of corruption develops. 

What can be done when public policy is not bringing up good leaders? When the electorate is unable to distinguish between the policies of one political party and another? The third sector, the "nongovernmental organizations" (NGOs), is in this age more defined and necessary than ever before. Under communism, this social web of interests and initiatives was utterly suppressed. The 1980s grass-roots movement of "unofficial" and "semi-official" organizations was one of the straws in the wind of change. Western society saw that strengthening the NGOs of the emerging nations was as important as attending to their legal and financial infrastructures -- a policy that paid handsomely in the case of Slovakia. In the era of Vladimir Meciar (1992-98, minus a short break in 1994), with a fractured and fearful political opposition, it was the third sector that showed leadership and made its voice heard and rallied independently minded spirits. In the last five years, the coalition government under Prime Minister Mikulas Dzurinda has moved ahead of the remaining EU countries in the implementation of economic and political reforms. 

What was good for Slovakia is good, we believe, for the rest of Europe and the world. It is the NGOs that can give a voice back to a demoralized electorate. 

Too many political leaders isolate themselves, often moving in purely political spheres. It is time they were challenged and held accountable, not only by media outlets -- which too frequently have agendas of their own -- but also by experts and thinkers from every field of activity. Leadership in tough times demands tough people who ask tough questions. NGOs must inform, educate and provoke -- but above all inspire people to go beyond themselves, to achieve what they did not know they could achieve. The potential is there, but it needs to be activated. 
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