Interview in English

INTERVIEW WITH RADMILA ŠEKERINSKA
A - I think we can start from current events and the case of A1 television. Of course you read the last Progress Report of EC that deals also with the problem of freedom of expression. I quote: “Overall, the situation is satisfactory. However, there are ongoing concerns regarding political interference in the media”. Regarding this, how do you think we should read the case of A1 television and which is the general situation about the influence of politics in the media?
S - The influence of the governing party into the media sector in Macedonia is huge and was done through different channels: in the beginning it was basically corruption. Unlike other countries Macedonia has quite a number of national broadcasters and this has made the Macedonian state -owned television less relevant but unfortunately it did not provide us with professional and objective journalism. Most of our national broadcasters belong to business people who see this as an opportunity to enhance their business options and to, in a way, ensure political support for their core businesses. A1 is not an exception.
So basically, we have 4 main national broadcasters, apart from the state-owned broadcaster: Sitel is owned by a Member of Parliament who is a member of the government coalition. His main business is mineral resources and has huge companies which are always on the verge of legality or bankruptcy, but he is as powerful as ever. So basically his television is his main asset. The second television is Channel 5, owned also by a member of the governing coalition, a former Minister of Finance in 1999, later on changing position several times. And then Alsat, this is actually the first bilingual television and it is more or less the only one that does not seem to be completely dependent on political or business interests. And lastly, A1.
Starting from 2006 and 2008, the government basically dealt with the media with a ‘soft hand’ and the soft hand came with piles of money. So, the government turned into the biggest advertiser in the media space. The latest information is that 15 to 20 million Euros per year were spent from the budget to the various media outlets, paying for different things - every period of time they would have some 10 ongoing PR campaigns: how important is education, how important is tolerance etc.; they started with valid causes but then it turned into a parody because they would have marketing campaign about everything: your heart should be open, your mind should be open, you should study... - they were basically preaching. However, the real problem was not the content; the problem was that the aim was not to change public perception, the aim was to change the media perception of reality. So, imagine a situation where you are the government and you come with 4-5 million of Euros and it depends on you where will you give your campaign – 4/5 million that go directly in the pockets of the owner, than the owner does not even think, he says to the journalist: “This is a great government!”.   For 2 years, it was not the leading party, it was basically the media that created the myth of an “unmistakeable Prime Minister, God and sole protector of the country”.
When in 2008 the situation started to deteriorate economically speaking, the government did not have enough money to corrupt the media, so they used different methods. Firstly, they put the blame (because they were already seen as “the defenders of the country”,) they have used their power to put stigma over certain media who have dared to think otherwise. The owner of A1 television has been mentioned very frequently that some of his business are not 100% taxed, they are not fully in line with the law..., but for 3 years, the government never thought about getting into A1. He was their best friend. The Prime Minister and his Ministers were constantly present on television. After the Bucharest summit in NATO, things started to deteriorate and money was missing, so the owner of the television changed his position. And now, this is what happens to him. I do not think that television stations should be exempted from tax controls, but when you do it in a discretionary manner, when you are selective in the implementation of the laws, then this is a breach of rights and liberties of the media. I do think that now, after the (EC Progress) Report was published, we have actually gone from alarm yellow to alarm orange. In 2007, there was another case of television who spoke critically of the government: Channel 5. What happened: they did not send a tax collection inspection to the television station, but they started re-assessing the privatisation procedure of one company owned by the owner of Channel 5 and they said it was done with criminal means – basically, the pressure on the owner was huge. After a while, he decided to change his policy and now Channel 5 is one of the strongest supporters of the government and nobody mentions the privatisation of the company anymore. I think these are the proofs that, even if the government has arguments in dealing with the owner of A1 television, this is not a policy to deal with tax evasion but a policy to deal with government support(-ivation).
A – Despite of other Balkan countries, Macedonia has faced the independence and the transition from the communist to the capitalistic model quite peacefully. This does not mean that Macedonia did not meet difficulties (and does not meet them today) in its nation and state building. The most famous case is the conflict between Albanian guerrillas and Macedonian armed forces in 2001. Nine years after signing the Ohrid Framework Agreement, what do you think it is the actual situation with the Albanian minority?
S – I do think that compared to 2001, this is a different country. The Ohrid Agreement implementation has considerably changed the way we operate within the institutions, the way we operate within the society. Different segments of Ohrid Agreement have different success rates. When it comes to legal changes, the implementation of Ohrid Agreement is behind us, all of the laws that were part of the Ohrid agenda have been adopted.
When I analyse the Ohrid Agreement I always say that the Agreement has 3 pillars: language use, decentralisation and equitable representation. On language use, we have dealt with the most symbolic part of it, for example the use of the Albanian language in the Parliament. This was considered to be a no-go zone in politics in the 90s, and people felt that if suddenly MPs start to speak Albanian in the Parliament, the country will collapse. And they failed to remember that actually in the Former Socialist Republic of Macedonia’s Parliament the same right did exist but somehow it was never seen as a reason for weakness. However, people were very emotional about it. I remember when the Agreement was signed, after changing the Constitution, the first thing that we had to do in the Parliament was to change the Rulebook and to allow for MPs to speak in Albanian. And some of my colleagues who have been supportive of the Ohrid Agreement came to me saying: “I don’t know how we can survive this! How can I vote this and then go back to Kumanovo (a city in Northern part of Macedonia, having a significant minority of ethnic Albanians N/A)?.” It was a big issue for 5 days and then nobody cared about this. Suddenly, it turned into: “why do I care? If an MP speaks in Albanian he is translated.” If I want to listen him in Macedonian I turn on channel 33a, if I want to listen to all of it in Albanian I turn on to 33b and that’s it! Implementation of language legislation for citizens is still slow and there a lot of elements which are part of different laws but are not implemented in real practise. For example, if you are an ethnic Albanian, if you are an Albanian speaking citizen, and you go to certain sectors of the administration you can still not have documents available in Albanian language. It is a slower process.
2) On decentralisation, the formal work, I mean the decentralisation as we know in Ohrid Agreement, is a done deal. In my point of view, the problem is still the municipalities. The municipalities are still weaker compared to most of the EU Member States. But this is another thing. This is something that we should discuss whether an additional internal reform is needed, but the Ohrid Agreement obligations are definitely behind us.
3) The third part is equitable representation, I think this was probably the easiest thing that we have added in the Ohrid Agreement, because it was just one sentence: that we will work towards fair and equitable representation, nobody cared about it and then it turned out to be the most complicated part of the Ohrid Agreement because it costs money. This is an ongoing process with a varying degree of success. Why? Because I think the equitable representation in theory will have the biggest positive effect out of the Ohrid Agreement. Previously, the ethnic Albanians in this country could not associate themselves with the State because all they could see was an administration that speaks only Macedonian. Once you start seeing your colleagues, your neighbours, your members of community that work in certain segment of administration then you start developing a stronger sense of belonging, so I think is very important. Unfortunately, it turned into a rather partisan effort of increasing the number of members who work in the administration. But I still believe that it is a valid cost. It should be done better, it should be done more efficiently, it should be done also by increasing the standards for ethnic Albanians who work in the administration, because I really believe there is a large number of ethnic Albanians who have the capacity and who have the knowledge and education to work there but sometimes they are avoided.
A – Maybe you already answered to the question and I know it is a provocative question, but do you think that this system, the quota system, is the best solution for Macedonian democracy?
S – This is not a belief that I have only when it comes to ethnic minorities. I do believe that a certain kind of quota or ‘affirmative action system’ is needed, in order to compensate for the differences and the inequalities which exist. I mean, the same goes for women in politics. I have fought very hard for a certain quota system in the (Macedonian) Parliament because I do not see any real argument why there were so few women in the Parliament in the past. When I was first elected in the Parliament there were only six of us and I do not think it is a good representation of the Macedonian society, so I think that the increase of the number of women in the Parliament even through a quota system did change positively the way the Parliament is working. Therefore, I cannot say that I disagree with this logic when it comes to ethnic minorities.
In the past, Macedonian different ethnic communities developed at a different pace, different rhythm. When in the 50s or in the 60s, the ethnic Macedonian families were predominantly coming from the villages moving to the cities, they were patriarchal, with lots of kids, they were large number of cases of ignorant women, undereducated, mostly, the level of education was low. But then the situation started to change dramatically. What happened with the ethnic Macedonian community in the 50s, started to happen to the ethnic Albanian minority in the 90s and suddenly they found themselves in a country were they can get an education, but the quality of education is still low because of normal circumstances. I do think that in order to have a quicker integration we need an equitable representation, otherwise the communities will increase the gap between themselves. It is like Belgium, many people say if it was not for the EU institutions there, the cohesive force between the two communities would have been very weak. Maybe equitable representation, working in the same administration, working for the same institutions could act as an additional cohesive factor for the two communities.
A – Staying on the subject, which is the situation for the other minorities of the country (Turks, Roma, Serbs etc.)?
S – Different. I do think that when it comes to Turks, Serbs and Vlachs (Valacchi) especially, the situation is very different depending on their regional position. You will see a large number of Turks, Serbs and Vlachs extremely well integrated and well positioned and then you will see especially Turks in some remote areas, municipalities, villages, which are not integrated and which feel that there are left behind. Some of them think that this is because they are Turks but then you go in the neighbouring village, you see ethnic Macedonians who feel the same. The real big problem is actually with the Roma minority and this is no different from most of the EU Member States. But it is maybe true that the attention went predominantly to the ethnic Albanians and there is a sense of frustration among the others that they are forgotten. But if I am being honest, I have to say that most of them could not get anything more if it were not for the Ohrid Agreement which was predominantly because of this problem between ethnic Macedonian and ethnic Albanians. So, I think they have profited theoretically from the Ohrid Agreement but the implementation of these elements has not been so quick and efficient.
A – Skopje 2014 Project – I know that there is a fierce debate about the Programme and its justifiability. Putting aside the fact of spending public resources in a difficult period, I personally think that trying to force the building of a Macedonian nation only on the basis of the classical period, there is the real risk not to include the minorities of the country in the process. I know there are also proposals to re-build the Burmani mosque in the centre of Skopje and to build a Maometto II statue, as a somewhat reaction of the tendency to define Macedonia like a mono-ethnic state.  Which is your opinion?
S – Skopje 2014 is problematic because of several reasons. The first reason is that it increases the gap between the ethnic Macedonians and ethnic Albanians because a country like Macedonia usually wastes a lot of time and energy in fighting about symbols. So we should try to avoid adding additional symbols in the game. A large number of ethnic Albanians have the following position: “we all pay taxes to a certain extent and then suddenly a large number of money goes into a project that I do not feel I belong to”. So this is the first problem. The second problem is actually for the moment more controversial and this is that it increases the gap even between ethnic Macedonians on - what is the future of this country? Is the future of this country – the baroque style or Alexander the Great or something else? Thirdly, it increases the tensions between Macedonians and Greeks and there is no single argument in favour. I mean, I do not think we should do only what Greeks accept or support but what is the added value of this project?
This is a city that was destroyed by an earthquake so it is relatively modern, it does not have much history but you cannot create history in the 21st century. You can create future in the 21st century, something that within a century or two, will be seen as history. I think that it will be something that the future generations will laugh at; it shows us as an insecure nation that needs to go back in the past and search for reasons for its “grandeur”. It is a very naive attempt to build a nation! And an unsuccessful attempt! Because you could build a nation like this in the 18th century; in the 21st century you need other elements to build a nation. You can build monuments, of course someone can say that we need the money for something else, but every country can afford to build something even in times of crises. Naturally, one can build something that will be unifying and that in a way resembles the time one lives in.
A – My last question is about the European Union. Regarding the last EC Progress Report and having in mind the posts you have previously taken (and you still are) as being the primary responsible in the field, in your opinion, what is the current situation of Macedonia regarding its entry into the EU?
S – We are stuck. Basically stuck. Without having an actual date for accession talks I do not think that even the ongoing internal reforms could be successful. Because somehow we pretend to be delivering real reforms and the EU Commission can say “it is good, you did some reforms, you have adopted certain laws” but a real check-up is impossible without accession talks because when accession talks start, it is then when the things becomes serious. Without accession talks, without real screening of our society, all this is make-belief: we think we did this, they think we have done that etc, making a somewhat of consensus among us pretending we are going into the right direction. I do not foresee any decision on the name issues in the next year so I think that although we were few steps ahead of Serbia and Montenegro, unfortunately, I must say now that we will lag behind.          
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