BACKSLIDING IN CENTRAL EUROPE
By Charles Gati and Heather Conley

In the heart of Europe, the troubled world of Franz Kafka seems to be gaining ground over the hopeful world of Vaclav Havel. The historic cities of Prague, Warsaw, Bratislava and Budapest look impressive enough, but economic progress is increasingly overshadowed by political turmoil.

In Poland, now as always the barometer of change in Central Europe, there are cross-currents that are all but impossible to reconcile or understand. Led by President Lech Kaczynski and his twin brother, Prime Minister Jaroslaw Kaczynski, the country's nationalist government is skeptical about and even resentful toward the European Union - even as it expects to receive $75 billion from the Union in the next seven years. The government is pro-American, but popular support for U.S. policies has dropped precipitously, from 62 to 38 percent in one year. There is also a gap between the people and the government on domestic issues: Two-thirds of those recently polled say Poland is moving in the wrong direction.

The most agonizing and controversial issue of the day is the government's harsh campaign against the path taken since 1989. At that time, the twins supported a peaceful break with the Communist past. But now, in power for 18 months, they have unleashed a crusade against the spirit of 1989, claiming that an "uklad," literally "an arrangement" - a conspiracy - has kept Poland under the control of ex-Communists, collaborators, secular liberals, businessmen and the Russians.

To accuse the post-1989 elite of corruption and collaboration with Communists may settle past scores and offer scapegoats for the hardships of an imperfect transition. But those being dismissed from their jobs are often anti-Communist archivists, broadcasters and even supporters of the present government. No one is beyond suspicion. In just 18 months Poland has had four finance ministers, two foreign ministers, two defense ministers and two prime ministers. The Polish diplomatic service has been decimated and the personnel of the Office of National Remembrance, where many of the old files are kept, have been dismissed.

The lustration law that went into effect in March requires some 700,000 citizens to declare that they did not cooperate with the Communist secret police. But what does "cooperation" entail? Talking to agents who did not identify themselves? What about files showing a zealous agent describing a potential recruit's cooperation - despite the absence of such cooperation?

Old, respected dissidents who oppose this purge because it is taking place so many years after the fall of Communism, such as Jan Litynski and Adam Michnik, also point to the very real possibility that the files have been tampered with.

Adding insult to injury, the Polish government is using its time, energy and political capital to run a campaign against the sinful "uklad" while placing very necessary, economic reforms on the back burner.

While Poland is experiencing a major political crisis, several other nations among the new NATO and EU members that constitute the Central European Ten - Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Hungary, Slovenia, Romania and Bulgaria - also seem to be drifting away from the post-1989 spirit. Shaky coalitions form shaky governments that reflect popular skepticism about democracy, capitalism, the European Union and the United States. The sound that resonates on the streets of Bratislava, Budapest, Bucharest or Sofia - at times elsewhere too - is the poisonous screech of populist demagoguery.

Suspicion and intolerance engulf - among others - the Slovak government; large opposition parties such as Romania's ex-Communist Social Democratic Party and Hungary's anti-Communist Fidesz party (which, having lost two consecutive elections, feigns indignation over Prime Minister Ferenc Gyurcsany's lies during the 2006 campaign about the state of the economy and boycotts parliamentary sessions when Gyurcsany takes the floor); or the Bulgarian Attack Coalition and the Greater Romania Party that are aggressively against all national and religious minorities as well as the European Union and the United States.

It is a measure of changing times that Russia is once again a player in the region. Using its energy resources (rather than its tanks), Moscow has made its presence known in Latvia and Lithuania, and recently in Hungary.

Should any of this concern Washington?

The region that the United States has held up as a model for democracy and the free market - a shining example of the "freedom agenda" - is enduring a winter of discontent. It has lost interest in exporting its once inspiring example to its neighbors further east and south. This is a setback for America's vision of a more pluralistic world.

But there are genuine U.S interests involved as well. They have to do with the future of NATO's eastern flank as well as the transfer of democratic experience to Ukraine and eventually to Russia that must pass through Central Europe, notably Poland. Only a few years ago, encouraged by the United States, Poland could play a helpful role in guiding Ukraine's first steps after the Orange Revolution. Warsaw had something to offer then: the lessons of its own journey since 1989 and compassion about the future of its eastern neighbors. What could today's Polish government offer? Washington should once again walk shoulder-to-shoulder with Central Europe's genuine democrats rather than only seek "new victories" elsewhere.

If democracy is not worth cultivating in Central Europe, where is?
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