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New EU Members Get Mixed Marks From List 
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VIENNA, Austria (AP) -- Bribes in exchange for business. Conspiratorial whispers and cash-stuffed envelopes. Public powers routinely used for private gain.

Corruption remains widespread across the ''New Europe,'' and the latest global rankings give a mixed report card to the European Union's ex-communist newcomers and neighboring nations still aspiring to join.

''Chances for improvement are not encouraging,'' conceded Adriana Krnacova, who runs the Czech office of Transparency International, which this week released its 2005 corruption perception index -- an annual ranking that is closely watched in eastern Europe.

Many of the EU's newest members have shown improvements in fighting corruption since they joined the bloc in May 2004, which ''points to the leverage of the accession process in promoting anti-corruption reforms in candidate countries,'' the group said.

Among them was Slovakia, which managed its best score yet: 4.3 points on a 10-point scale, with 10 reserved for the least-corrupt countries. Last year, Slovakia scored 4.0.

Slovak Justice Minister Daniel Lipsic hailed the results as ''the greatest progress'' the country has seen in the last few years. ''It seems that specific anti-corruption steps we've made are starting to bear fruit,'' Lipsic said. But he cautioned: ''We're not at the end of the road yet.''

But fellow EU newcomers the Czech Republic and Poland ''have performed relatively poorly and show little or no sign of improvement,'' Transparency International said, singling out rampant bureaucracy and frequent conflicts of interest.

Czech Prime Minister Jiri Paroubek vowed to redouble efforts to fight corruption ahead of general elections next year. Ordinary Czechs, however, reacted with a mixture of fatalism and antagonism to their 4.3 ranking, a mere tick better than last year's 4.2.

''Frankly, we don't need Transparency International to see how corrupt our country is. And how are our politicians fighting it? Mostly by mouth. .... What about buying ourselves at least the 20th position next year?'' the daily Mlada Fronta Dnes said Wednesday in a wry commentary.

Romania and Bulgaria, which hope to join the EU in 2007, scored 3.0 and 4.0 -- well below the 5.0 Transparency International considers acceptable -- and would have the greatest perceived corruption in the EU if they were members today.

''Corruption exists in every country,'' Bulgarian Interior Minister Rumen Petkov said Wednesday, insisting his office was ''making every effort to curb such practices.''

Croatia, which is pressing to join the EU by 2009, fell three places from a year ago to a 3.4 -- a ranking it shares with countries including Burkina Faso, Egypt and Syria. Prime Minister Ivo Sanader said his government was working to stamp out graft in the former Yugoslav republic, which he acknowledged once ''was fertile ground for corruption and bribes.''

Albania, one of Europe's poorest countries, slipped 18 places to 126th among the 159 nations surveyed, dealing a blow to its aspirations of one day joining the EU. Kreshnik Spahiu, the head of the nation's Citizens' Protection Office, urged the government to undertake ''radical political, judicial and institutional reforms.''

EU newcomer Estonia, by contrast, scored a 6.4 and moved up to 27th place. ''Conducting official business has been simplified in several spheres, which reduces the risk of corruption,'' said Tarmu Tammerk, who co-chairs the watchdog group Corruption-Free Estonia.

But Baltic neighbors Latvia and Lithuania, which also joined the EU last year, didn't fare nearly as well -- both scored below 5.0.

''Latvia is among the most corrupt countries,'' lamented Roberts Putnis, who heads Transparency International's Latvian branch. ''We have made few steps, we have spent millions -- but without result.''

EU newcomer Hungary has hovered near the 5-point level for years, despite a government ''Glass Pocket'' program launched in 2003 to make public procurement procedures and bureaucracy more transparent.
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