Lawrence Butler, US Ambassador to Macedonia 
Interview, the week after the Sept 15th elections



Hristo Ivanovski, reporter: These elections were held mainly, according to the -- they met actual international standards, they were free, fair, democratic, but the spokesman of the State Department Philip Reeker yesterday stated that -- said that the elections are not the end, but the beginning, and this is I think the real question now that the Macedonian nation is facing. It seems that the coalition between SDSM and DUI is unavoidable. 

Lawrence Butler, US Ambassador to Macedonia:  Let me take the first part of -- it wasn't a question, it was a statement. Of course we would agree with Reeker's assessment that Macedonia set the standard, set a new, high watermark, for free and fair elections. On the day of the elections itself, the conduct on the elections, the process was -- very few problems, and (unintelligible) one person said, generally met international standards. But you shouldn't strive for international standards. You should strive for -- was the will of the people respected, -- was it accurately voiced and recorded. In this case I think the answer is yes. Macedonians went out in huge numbers. 73 -- 74 per cent; these are numbers that we would never even dream of obtaining in the United States, probably not for the last two hundred years. So, clearly overwhelmingly, the citizens of Macedonia turned out and expressed their preferences on who they want to run their country and to guide Macedonia for the next three, four, how many years the next coalition will last. And presumably -- presumably it should last a good four years, since under the new law you will not have party transfer (unintelligible) the way you had under the old law. If somebody quits from SDSM to form a new party, they give up their mandate. It was not a (unintelligible) direct vote, it was proportional vote. That's interesting.

Next elections are two years away, and we cannot -- that's what Reeker said, the elections this time are an attempt (unintelligible) that simply signals the beginning of the next period of -- of  governing Macedonia and I hope  (unintelligible) you don't have another election campaign (unintelligible). I would not call it the highest democratic standards of discourse in the kinds of things (unintelligible) you would hope for. And I think we reacted -- the citizens reacted -- they reacted to the (unintelligible), they reacted to the pressures that were put on the negative campaign in this unfortunate -- but on the day of the elections itself, it's hard to imagine how that could be improved. It was really -- I congratulate those who were directly involved in the process. (unintelligible). You probably heard me say on many occasions, "I don't care who you vote for, just go out there and vote."

Hristo Ivanovski, reporter: Maybe they played a positive role, NGO's network.

Lawrence Butler, US Ambassador to Macedonia: Most did a good job of getting out there and covering the elections. Now we have a funny period of two weeks, or three weeks before  the Parliament will convene and president Trajkovski will then give the mandate, presumably, to Branko Crvenkovski to see if he is able to form a government. 

You've asked the -- the enticing question that we're all interested to find out - will DUI be invited to join the coalition with Branko Crvenkovski. From a purely democratic political perspective, if I am Branko Crvenkovski, I want to have as a partner the largest party representing the second largest community in Macedonia;  namely, DUI that got a large percent of the votes  -- that's what I saw, from the preliminary results. So, clearly -- clearly the majority of ethnic -- of the Albanian community voted for the candidates who run on the list that DUI put forward. DPA didn't do as well, but nonetheless it's still a significant party, I mean, it's 6 percent I think of the vote - overall.

Hristo Ivanovski, reporter: Yes. National level.

Lawrence Butler, US Ambassador to Macedonia: National level, which is again -- quite a large party, then you've got some (unintelligible), parties that will have one or two  members of  Parliament.

Hristo Ivanovski, reporter: Nobody knows. We're waiting for the final results. Probably one, maybe two. 

Lawrence Butler, US Ambassador to Macedonia: The will of the people would -- my experiences from countries like Denmark and Finland, where you have -- you have eight or nine or ten parties, and the largest party doesn't have more than about 25% of the seats in the Parliament. In  Denmark they often put together a minority coalition, which is only sustained in power because there (unintelligible) parties that (unintelligible) it's unacceptable for human company. Meaning they are too extreme on the right or too extreme on the left to actually include them in the government, but you're counting their votes (unintelligible).

This is nice -- it's nice to see these three big parties. There's SDSM, there's VMRO-DPMNE and there's DUI. And there's DPA, which -- those --  it's a little smaller, but nonetheless it will have six or seven seats.

Hristo Ivanovski, reporter: It's probably seven.

Lawrence Butler, US Ambassador to Macedonia: Seven seats. So, that makes it the fourth largest party in Macedonia.

Hristo Ivanovski, reporter: According to you, Mr. Ambassador, you will invite Ahmeti or DUI. It is the difference for us in Macedonia, namely for many western diplomats that probably it is not now a good time for Ahmeti to get into the government. 

Lawrence Butler, US Ambassador to Macedonia: There's -- I just had a chance to meet a group of Macedonian Americans who came over here to be in Macedonia during the elections, to form their own opinions, and they met with me for an hour and one of them said very clearly he didn't think that -- that Ahmeti should personally take part in the government, but he accepted that DUI is a party and it could very well play a role in the government. And I think that captures the essence of the effort of a lot of people. It's up to Branko Crvenkovski, once he gets the mandate from the government, to decide who he wants to have in his government. It's not for us to say. But, as a politician, I would want to have to have the broadest base that I can put together in order to have the legitimacy and the credibility that we, the new government, represent the largest number of citizens of Macedonia possible. 

Ali Ahmeti had -- I had to laugh when I read in the newspapers after I think about it  that I met with Ali Ahmeti that the only ambassador was the American, and the American will certainly have coffee with him on the 16th. Well, I still haven't had coffee with Ali Ahmeti.

Hristo Ivanovski, reporter: You will wait for a decision by the Bush administration to drop him from the "black list", or ...

Lawrence Butler, US Ambassador to Macedonia: The -- the -- Ali Ahmeti and a number of other persons in the Balkans on the President's executive order which prohibits them from having economic contact with the United States, assets -- it technically prevents them from doing business in the US. It's -- it's  a tool that we -- we have used to --  control terrorism. It's been very effective. The list is a dynamic list. The list is on a regular basis reviewed to see if the persons and the organizations that are included on it -- if they meet the criteria, specifically do they seem -- are they a factor of destabilization for the Balkans. 

And you know we recently added names of persons that we felt are -- their goal is to destabilize Macedonia, therefore destabilize the Balkans, and therefore working against our national interests. I represent the United States, -- I am (President) Bush's personal representative -- naturally I support and have some influence on that process. (unintelligible) many and senior political leaders in DUI have said and done the right things since the signing of the Framework Agreement. There has been a disarming, there has been a steady return to normal (unintelligible)  -- with the pilot program for the re-entry of mixed police patrol (unintelligible), there have been positive statements about accepting Macedonia as (unintelligible) their country, (unintelligible) these are citizens of Macedonia, it is a party which is legally registered, they ran a good campaign, they presented their vision for this country. It's up to Branko Crvenkovski to decide whether or not that's a party he wants to have with him to make a (unintelligible) whether he wants to have...

Hristo Ivanovski, reporter: So, there is no problem even to -- to include personally Ahmeti into the government?

Lawrence Butler, US Ambassador to Macedonia: I don't know.

Hristo Ivanovski, reporter: Or, we have to wait. 

Lawrence Butler, US Ambassador to Macedonia: This is --  this is a political assessment that Branko Crvenkovski will have to make for himself. And not just Branko...

Hristo Ivanovski, reporter: What would be the message from Washington about it?

Lawrence Butler, US Ambassador to Macedonia: He is not a dictator, he has the leadership of the SDSM and of the LDP to consider in deciding how -- how the government will be formed and who will come in. But one thing the message from Washington will be: be inclusive, be brave, and the reason why is - you and everybody in Macedonia has a hell of a lot of work to do. We took a -- it's been a longer summer vacation than normal. We worked very hard right up until the end of June to get -- to implement most of the Framework Agreement laws. There are some of them left over. The law on passports didn't get done, we -- there's a few laws related to --  law on local self-government financing and two or three other laws that need to be taken care of because the real premise of the Framework Agreement had nothing to do with rights of the Albanians. They had to do with decentralization, pushing down from the center to municipalities, giving them the ability and the means  -- to meet the demands and the expectations of the citizens. I've talked to a lot of mayors in Macedonia, ranging from Tetovo all the way to Kocani. And these  people (unintelligible) meant I think the most (unintelligible) mayor in Macedonia I've met so far. They hear from their citizens every day because when they go down to the square for a cup of coffee in the morning, their citizen comes up to him and says, "Mr. Mayor, you have not paved my street", or "Mr.Mayor, I've got my son's school (unintelligible)", the mayor kind of goes, "Look in my pockets, I don't have any cash," meaning I didn't get it from Skopje, because (unintelligible).

The number one priority facing Macedonia (unintelligible) is new jobs, education, completion and implementation of the Framework Agreement. And those are the three things that matter the most. And this is going to be damn hard.  I don't think there's a lot of money in the Treasury right now, not because it was all spent, because there was simply not a lot of money in Macedonia. The foreign investors have been very concerned, especially over the last couple of months with some efforts to re-privatize companies that were never denationalized. The climate -- the climate stood still while people waited to see what the outcome of the (unintelligible) were. Elections are over. I compliment the Prime Minister on the manner in which (unintelligible), and with the statesman-like nature of this speech on the night of the elections. He set a (unintelligible) for a calm transfer of power to a new prime minister.  Likewise, Branko Crvenkovski of SDSM also had an equally gracious and reassuring speech. We expect (unintelligible) there will not be revenge (unintelligible). Now it's our chance to go  (unintelligible). Macedonia needs everybody's involvement, including that of a strong, effective opposition.

Hristo Ivanovski, reporter: You will meet Crvenkovski next week probably, all together with other three ambassadors from Greece, Great Britain and France, I think. And, what you will encourage Mr. Crvenkovski to be brave in this direction?

Lawrence Butler, US Ambassador to Macedonia: The Balkan political model - actually, the eastern European political model that most of us know, is that no government in central eastern Europe since 1990 has been able to be re-elected, with one exception, and that was Croatia, with Tudjman, his style of democracy has also passed on. It's very (unintelligible) gathered and people's expectations need to be met for (unintelligible), jobs, education (unintelligible). I don't (unintelligible) the job of politicians (unintelligible) for the men and women who are willing to risk their reputations and their egos to get into (unintelligible) battles that (unintelligible). Macedonia had harder time than most because (unintelligible) last year. People died, money was spent on bullets rather than on schools and roads, and that's a fact. Ljubco Georgievski's government didn't have normal circumstances in which to govern. 

Branko Crvenkovski is going to inherit all of those challenges and he's not going to have much time, especially with municipal or presidential elections only two years away, to show what he can do. 

Hristo Ivanovski, reporter: I don't think -- I don't believe that the opposition now, Ljubco, will stay calm after Crvenkovski announces probably a new coalition, including the coalition with Ahmeti.

Lawrence Butler, US Ambassador to Macedonia: Yeah. I mean, he shouldn't stay calm, he should challenge the government. That's the role of an opposition, just as Branko Crvenkovski and the opposition challenged the Prime Minister over the last four years, especially in the last year. Competition makes us stronger, it helps us avoid stupid decisions, because the price of a stupid decision in politics is the opposition jumps on it and (unintelligible). But among the things that Branko needs to do very early on is to reach out for the Albanian community and make them feel like they have a stake in the successful outcome of this government, that they have a place in Macedonia that they can proudly say, "I am a Macedonian."

Hristo Ivanovski, reporter: And that they are -- actually it's the will of Albanian electorate. 

Lawrence Butler, US Ambassador to Macedonia: And the Albanian electorate has made it very clear, because I've read most of what DUI candidates, spokespersons had to say over the last four weeks, and that's been their message - this is our country too. We were born in Macedonia, we weren't born in Albania, we weren't born in Kosovo; those are different countries, different political entities. We live here in Macedonia. 

Hristo Ivanovski, reporter: Can this coalition be a pretext of maybe a possible new war in Macedonia or major disturbances?

Lawrence Butler, US Ambassador to Macedonia: (unintelligible) Macedonians chose ballots over bullets and it's up to Branko Crvenkovski and the government that he pulls together to deliver the promise that was made during the campaign to the voters. And he does not have much time to do that. (unintelligible) Branko strikes me as a man who, having been prime minister for six years, having been fired from office in 1998.

Hristo Ivanovski, reporter: Democratically.

Lawrence Butler, US Ambassador to Macedonia: Democratically, but he was fired. This is how -- in the United States we say (unintelligible) usually have to give the voters a reason to fire them. In the Balkans, I'd flip that around to say they (unintelligible) have to give the voter a reason to keep them around for four more years. I think -- just -- in fact it’s a different political and economic situation in their respective countries.

In other words, Branko's going to have to explain, in two years' time, why SDSM and LDP and whoever is in his coalition, whether it's DUI or PDP or DPA why they should elect his people mayors, and presumably a presidential candidate as well, and then in two years after that, you've got another election, but the answer is there's not going to be any more war in Macedonia. There was a very weak, very weak grounds for the conflict last year, which is why the conflict did go as quickly as it did; this isn't Kosovo, this isn't Bosnia, this isn't Croatia, this isn't (unintelligible) killings (unintelligible) at Srebrenica or Vukovar. People in this country, since I've been here, made it very clear what their interests are, which is to put their kids in a good school, get different -- well educated for good jobs, but they look around and don't find it in Macedonia - you don't find good jobs.

Hristo Ivanovski, reporter: Good education.

Lawrence Butler, US Ambassador to Macedonia: You get plenty of good education, I meet plenty of doctors, lawyers, architects, I've had the pleasure of having a fine (unintelligible) surgeon looking at my (unintelligible) the other day and this guy was as good as anybody as I have ever had to deal with in the United States. Damn good lawyers, good architects -- good politicians, good historians, good - great art. Has all the (unintelligible) here, but when you graduate, when you're finished, the opportunities that are available in Macedonia right now have been three. One is be affiliated with a party and get yourself a patronage job in the government or -- a government owned company; be in business for yourself or find some other small business and that sector's slowly growing, but it's growing too slowly, or third option? Visa to the United States, or visa to Germany. And Macedonia has lost too many talented people through emigration.

Hristo Ivanovski, reporter: But I think it is better for some doctors, for example, to go in the States, instead to stay here without a job for many, many years. 

Lawrence Butler, US Ambassador to Macedonia: I agree. And the doctor that treated me at the (unintelligible) hospital spent four years in the United States. So, his skill was -- quite -- this is something that Macedonia has benefited from. This is the exchange of people. Many Macedonians, ethnic Macedonians, ethnic Albanians had the opportunity to live elsewhere in Europe or in the United States or in Australia. And many of them have come back. And they have (unintelligible) with their entrepreneurial skill. Some of them (unintelligible) were just in my office today, (unintelligible) you have to help me, my son's (unintelligible) work in the United States. A know he is not going to go on welfare, I know he's going to work his butt off. As for visa if the rules (unintelligible) allow it, I would be delighted to have (unintelligible) that. Unfortunately, it's very hard to get that kind  -- of work permit to go to the United States. But Macedonians that go to the United States do not lie around, drinking "zolta" in the morning and smoking cigarettes. But unfortunately -- unfortunately, that's the only option in Macedonia. I want that changed. And Branko has got to get a fast start on that.

Now, one of the things that will be the (unintelligible) to deal with, is start with the first (unintelligible) of corruption. And corruption in this country is a problem. 

Hristo Ivanovski, reporter: This is one of my questions, actually, because you pointed out in one meeting with the Stability Pact I think that Makedonska carina (Macedonian Customs) is not working well, actually that some American stocks were held for many days on the border. And that the vice -- I think Zoran Krsteski, the vice Prime Minister said, "I don't know about the case."

Lawrence Butler, US Ambassador to Macedonia: Pretending the problem isn't there will not solve the problem. And it can be diplomatically very difficult, especially for a foreign representative, to criticize specific things in a country and I hesitated at that particular meeting to raise the issue of the unsatisfactory way that Macedonian customs had worked (unintelligible) in the context of regional economic integration.

Yesterday, Macedonia informally completed the process of joining the WTO. It becomes formal when the Sobranie ratifies it, there's a piece of paper, but on the assumption that you'll do that, this was a good accomplishment by -- by minister of economy Fetai working with Zoran Jolevski from the President's office. 

But, if tariffs go down, which they have to (unintelligible) WTO, you still can't get your goods across the border, because there's some questions about you have paid somebody under the table, or I don't like the forwarding company we chose to use, because it's not the one I own, or my brother-in-law owns, or my sister-in-law owns, then Macedonia is still cut off from the world. 

The free flow of goods and services is something that has made the world become -- it worked very well and it's made the United States a damn wealthy country. As well as -- well, this is what the European Union must predicate on. The European Union must predicate on (unintelligible). It needs to lower the barriers. (unintelligible) just lower the tariff barriers and make things a lot more transparent. The organizations that are --  that can physically impede that are lousy roads, which is an issue that I know that Branko Crvenkovski will go back to and others will be doing (unintelligible) in connecting Macedonia -- physically connecting Macedonia with the outside world, be able to get your goods and services across the border, with proper documentation, without having to pay bribes, knowing that if you're smuggling stuff, the customs officer is going to find it - that's an important issue. Most of the illegal (unintelligible) and other things that cross the border with Kosovo are not carried on the backs of mules and donkeys, but actually (unintelligible) trucks, and people were paid to look the other way. That's got to stop. 

Officers of the law need to be respected members of the community, because we depend on them. Rule of law has to be the sovereign power of Macedonia.  People have to believe and trust the representatives of the government.

Hristo Ivanovski, reporter: We believe that the main problem now is -- there is no actual law in this country, everywhere. And no implementation of positive...

Lawrence Butler, US Ambassador to Macedonia: This is where I have to disagree. I've met many, many civil servants of Macedonia, customs officers and police officers, and judges, and prosecutors who are honest, hard-working persons, who're doing the absolute best they can. And those persons need your support and our support and -- because we need to double and triple their numbers. We need to have -- to feel that they can stand up and say, "No, I don't think so!"  And here's why. And no -- you know, "Some politicians just called me yesterday and threatened me, my family or my job or my future, if I didn't like their decision on privatization this way, or because I said 'No, I think we're going to look inside that truck! I don't care what their boss says, that the phone call came from Skopje saying 'Let that one go by.' No, I'm sorry guys, this is -- I am here to uphold the law of the Republic of Macedonia, which includes the customs law, the customs law says all goods passing will be subject to search, and no, you can't bribe me." So, these are things that we are committed to working on with Macedonia. We have been working on it, we have been making progress, but it's insufficient and if -- if Branko Crvenkovski wants to do it -- to meet the expectations of his voters over the next four years, he's will have to tackle these things head on, without flinching, knowing that corruption -- corruption is a problem. I mean, people can say that Ed Joseph was unfair with the timing of his report; maybe he didn't get all of his facts exactly right. Nonetheless, the fact is corruption -- official corruption...

Hristo Ivanovski, reporter: ...is the main problem.

Lawrence Butler, US Ambassador to Macedonia: It's a problem. It's not the main problem. Macedonia has existed for many years in corruption. Many countries in Europe exist and thrive with corruption, but it's not (unintelligible) rampant, 'everybody-looks-the-other-way' corruption. It's -- corruption has to be kept under control. People are people, but they have to know there're consequences for taking bribes, there's consequences for stealing, there's consequences for looking the other way when a package of heroin goes through the customs. 

Hristo Ivanovski, reporter: Yeah. Sorry for the interruption. I remember that from many times that acting Prime Minister Georgievski said that the main problem is Kosovo and that the nation was focused on it. Kosovo was mentioned as the biggest problem. Now, you said that corruption, economical problems, education is the main problems for the nation.

Lawrence Butler, US Ambassador to Macedonia: In the future.

Hristo Ivanovski, reporter: And in the future. 

Lawrence Butler, US Ambassador to Macedonia: I'm looking forward now. Americans don’t look over their shoulders. (unintelligible) and part of which is in the direction of Al Qaeda and now is not the time to look back over and say, "Gee, we should have done this, we should have done that." If you can learn lessons from it, that's good, but you have to look at what the obstacles are today. The problems up in Kosovo are not Macedonia's problems. You have -- there's very little you can do to influence what's happening in Kosovo. That's their problem. UNMIK, it's Michael Steiner's problem and he's -- he's proven to be a very strong leader of UNMIK, general (unintelligible), who's the US commander of the Multinational Brigade East have been extremely active with the US First infantry division in finding extremists. There are still extremists who are looking to stir trouble up, not just in Kosovo, but across the border as well. 

That's not Macedonia's primary challenge. There's not much you can do about it, but there's an awful lot you can do to -- to get the economy going, to rebuild people's confidence, to get investors say, "This is a place that when I come in and invest, I don't have to worry about somebody coming along and saying, 'Oh, the court order that gave you that property two years ago, we're going to have another look at it now because we don't think it was properly done, da-da-da. Oh, by the way (wink-wink), my -- uncle, my brother or sister would like a job in your company.' " You have to ask the question about why so many Macedonian senior leaders, business leaders, left the country before the elections.

Hristo Ivanovski, reporter: Well, do you think...

Lawrence Butler, US Ambassador to Macedonia: (unintelligible) That's probably what I would have done, too.

Hristo Ivanovski, reporter: Many, you said, businessmen -- I don't know. I know that maybe Risto Gusterov - I didn't see him for many months, I think maybe he left the country, but...

Lawrence Butler, US Ambassador to Macedonia: I think that if you call around and ask where the people spent the month of August, you will find -- you will find they were in Greece, anywhere except -- where party activists could come and knock on the door and say "By the way, can you help me with the campaign?"

Hristo Ivanovski, reporter: "We need some money."

Lawrence Butler, US Ambassador to Macedonia: Campaign finances -- elections need money, campaigns need money, and it's normal in my country to come and knock on a door and say, "Gee, help me out. We appreciate your support." 

Hristo Ivanovski, reporter: In August you were in Stip, visiting (unintelligible) and probably local leaders and you delivered the message that Macedonia needs regional development. I checked in our newspapers and I hope that it is correct. I think it's a good point, because for many, many years we heard that we should invest in the western part of Macedonia, for this, for that, for -- but now we have also the problems in the eastern parts of the country. Do you have any particular plan to for that region? 

Lawrence Butler, US Ambassador to Macedonia: We -- USAID has offices, usually contractors, all over Macedonia. Here's a fact (unintelligible). Macedonia is in fifth place in terms of per capita -- the amount of assistance that we give on a per capita basis - fifth in the world. That works out to about US$ 35 a person. There's very few -- there are  actually very few countries that get more money per person than Macedonia: Israel, Jordan, Kosovo, Montenegro and Macedonia, which are right about the same as Kosovo and Montenegro. (unintelligible) US$ 50 million a year does -- may not seem like a lot, it certainly doesn't cover all the projects that come to our attention. We are very active in Stip, Sveti Nikole, Kocani, Kriva Palanka, because these are places -- when I go out there, I had a horrible reaction when I left to Kocani and I came back. It was a sunny day, and (unintelligible), help open the new school, rebuild the (unintelligible) there, met the mayor of Kocani, got the first hand impression that the problem facing (unintelligible) as a mayor - high unemployment, most of the men in the area working in Germany, Switzerland or something like that. I noticed that we need to change the mentality in Macedonia. People go to Germany, save a lot of money, but they don't make any investments, but they spend their money on building houses for when they retire. Building houses does not employ a lot of people, and if they would make investments, buy shares, they would have better results. At one place I saw 50 houses, all of them still unfinished and empty. What was the purpose of spending all that money?

Hristo Ivanovski, reporter: What are Washington's expectations of the democratic transfer of power in Macedonia?

Lawrence Butler, US Ambassador to Macedonia: We have two messages to deliver - the elections are over, this is a new beginning and we have a lot of work to do.  We have a new manager at AID, a new army training team, Booz Allen is the person who will be working with the American army. This is a new contract, with a new organization and they will be staying here over the next few months prior to the NATO summit in Prague, and afterwards also, in order to prepare the country for membership in the Alliance. You know, life is a journey and not a goal,  therefore you have to react to things that you meet along this journey.

We have a huge problem in the Middle East, it's called Iraq. There is one man there who threatens democracy, it is a problem of civilization. We have been focused on solving this problem. President Bush put this so well in one of his best speeches ever, the one that he have in the United Nations.

What do we want from Macedonia? We want Macedonia to continue on its way back to normal. It is a process, it's like building a house - you have to prepare it, to paint it, to maintain it, and Macedonia has to maintain its course towards the Euro-Atlantic institutions. A stable Macedonia will help us in Kosovo, too. Macedonia is the center of peace, if there's no peace here, there'll be no peace in the region, and this is very important. And last Sunday you did demonstrate an impressive level of democracy. 

