



CSEES Analyses

Bulgarian Politics: Year in Review
January 10, 2006

Politically 2005 has been quite a year for Bulgaria. It saw the last days of former king Simeon Saxe-Coburg’s government, enlivened by political mischief making by the mainly ethnic Turkish Movement for Rights and Freedoms—and a brief period in the limelight for the New Time (NT) party of breakaways from Saxe-Coburg’s movement. It saw the most complicated election outcome in the country’s post-communist history—including a nasty surprise when the nationalists of the Ataka coalition received almost 9% of the seats in parliament. It saw unprecedently long haggling thereafter over the formation of the government, ending in the formation of a three-party coalition. It saw a new mayor elected in Sofia, as former Ministry of Interior “action man” Boiko Borisov finally embarked on the political career that had so long been foretold. And finally, 2005 saw Bulgaria sign its EU accession treaty in May—and receive notice from Brussels in October to shape up or face delay. 

So there’s quite a lot to choose from in reviewing the year. Instead of attempting a summary, let us concentrate here on three themes. 

An aggrieved electorate 

The first is the evidence of voter disillusion with the political establishment, which took several forms. One was unprecedentedly low turnout in June’s parliamentary election: at 55.7%, this was the lowest since the fall of communism, more than eleven percentage points lower than in 2001. Another was that more than one in twelve of those 55.7% voted for an ultra-nationalist coalition and, more strikingly, one that had been formed less than two months before the elections. Partly explicable as a protest vote—against the existing political class rather than for any specific policies—this nevertheless reflects a long-standing receptiveness on the part of some Bulgarian voters to apparently straight-talking purveyors of apparently simple solutions. In 2001, the Simeon II National Movement (SNM), had had an element of this, though it lacked the elements of racial intolerance and authoritarianism of Ataka. And in 1994 and 1997, there was Georges Ganchev. There’s some consolation in the facts that Ataka has been busy imploding ever since and that the political class, in the end, did not mismanage things so badly as to provoke the early elections that would have been Ataka’s main chance. But it was a disturbing indication of the potential that exists. 

And that might, indeed, be realised in another form. The Sofia municipal elections that followed in late October and early November provided a double demonstration of disillusion. Not only was turnout unprecedentedly low at these too—at 32.8% in the first round and 30.4% in the run-off. The winner was also the non-party candidate Boiko Borisov, a more convincing strong man than Ataka’s Volen Siderov, but falling into the same pattern of tough guy whose toughness is expected to have miraculous results.

The significance of Borisov’s success shouldn’t be overdone. He not merely won on a low turnout, being supported only by around 20% of eligible voters. He also did so in a run-off against BSP candidate Tatiana Doncheva, on the strength of an anti-communist vote in a city that has not had a BSP mayor in the whole post-communist period. In the first round, only about 12.5% of eligible voters cast their votes for him (and 38.1% of those who did vote). So he did not exactly ride to power a huge wave of popular support. Moreover, he has still to deliver the goods in Sofia. That presupposes luck, as well as more political and managerial skill than Borisov has so far been conclusively demonstrated to possess—though initial signs are quite favourable. If he does succeed, he could be well placed to move eventually to the centre of the national stage, especially if the president or the government should be seen to fail. 

A viable government? 

So far there’s no sign of either. President Georgi Purvanov seems as sure-footed as ever—and the latest indications that the SNM may not want to field its own presidential candidate in 2006 may make him unbeatable. As to the government, well, at the time of its formation, BMSN was sceptical about the new government’s long-term prospects. This may yet turn out to be justified. The process of forming it was of course a troublesome one. The length of time it took—and the sight of politicians squabbling so hard over the distribution of offices rather than any visible questions of principle—didn’t do much for the political class’s image, especially at a moment when the prospects of EU accession looked as if they might be affected by delays. As to future prospects, the government has been in place just four and a half months, so it’s early to talk definitively about stability or success. As we shall see later, there are question marks in this respect. 

Despite all this, however, it has to be said that the government seems to be doing surprisingly well so far. In terms of unity, there has been some murmuring among SNM supporters at the rather aggressive personnel policy pursued by the BSP. The SNM’s parliamentarians, too, were quite active in amending the 2006 budget proposed by the government. BSP figures outside the cabinet, too, have shown some discontent at welfare aspects of government policy—or the shortage thereof. Yet there has been, as yet, no major falling out. And, again as yet, no very obvious instance of MRF diktat—perhaps because the arithmetic of the three-party coalition means that, on any given issue, the other two coalition members can do without the MRF’s votes. 

As to policies, this has not obviously led to spinelessness or ineffectiveness. EU-oriented legislation has been passing at an acceptable rate, at least if the delay entailed by formation of the government is taken as read. Other than this the government has managed—according to your taste—to renege shamelessly on pre-electoral promises of all of its partners or to face up responsibly to economic reality and changed circumstances, by taking hard decisions in the light of the summer’s floods and the country’s burgeoning current account deficit. Appropriately or not, it has ended the year with a big budget surplus. While defying, or at least being seen to defy, the IMF over next year’s budget balance, it has put together, and steered through parliament, a very conservative budget that pays due attention to the question of what to do if the current account surplus exceeds forecast. It has pushed through a package of budget and tax laws that has involved more than one decision that has put long-term considerations above short-term populism. Like getting tobacco and alcohol excise hikes out of the way all at once to keep inflation down in 2007-2008, when Bulgaria needs a low inflation rate for the sake of its ambitions to join the Euro-zone. Or like reducing pension contribution rates by six percentage points in 2006, again avoiding a gradualism that might have been easier. 

The government has also survived teachers’ protests reasonably well, without a significant drop in public support—and even seems to have managed to link concessions to necessary restructuring in education. It has taken a strong line on hospital debt that, though painful, probably needed to be taken, and rejigged finances for next year in a way that just might help solve this long-running problem. It also survived the shock of Emil Kyulev’s assassination in late October, launching vigorous—or at least conspicuous—police action in its wake. It remains to be seen how lasting this campaign’s effects will be. Moreover, the reported concerns of Brussels that the biggest fish in Bulgaria’s murky underworld pond have not been caught are no doubt justified. But some middle-sized fish have certainly been netted--even if it remains to be seen whether they stay in the net. And the prestige of one of the most powerful men in the BSP, interior minister Rumen Petkov, depends on his ability to perform well enough to convince Brussels of some durable improvement. 

In the sphere of defence modernisation, too, the government finally appears to be delivering, with the question of state guarantees apparently settled and another BSP heavyweight, Rumen Ovcharov, scoring points by pushing the offset issue. What trade-offs in this and other policy areas were involved in the deal that put together the cabinet is not clear, though it is interesting that the BSP has made no waves since the election on, for instance, the issues of the Trakiya Highway or the restitution of certain of the former king’s estates. From the government’s record so far, however, it may be suspected that, whatever those deals were, they have held good. 

A floundering right 

One threat that the government does not face so far, however, is that of an especially effective opposition. For the right remains in very low water for a variety of reasons. It’s partly that the right is badly divided. One obstacle to unity is the fact that its most capable politician and the one who has, so far, shown himself to be most capable of a sustained and coherent criticism of the government—Ivan Kostov—is also its most difficult person, most given to personal feuds, and formed, politically, by the experience of his “finest hour” in 1997, when Bulgarian politics was very different. It’s partly also that the Union of Democratic Forces has turned in on itself yet again after yet another bout of failure. Ousted leader Nadezhda Mihailova is in resentful and self-justifying mood and is not without supporters. The leadership of Peter Stoyanov is probably the best possible in the circumstances, but his political habits may have been formed too much by his time in the presidency, which may turn out to have left him ill-fitted for the less consensual business of party politics. Attitudes towards the SNM, toward MRF leader Ahmed Dogan, and toward the right’s own Stefan Sofianski—disgraced but still tenacious as leader of his own smallish party—are also divisive. 

The main problem, however, is that of defining what the right is about, saying what its members have in common and what distinguishes them from others. To which no-one has an answer that is both clear and constructive. With the BSP-led government—and a finance minister who used to belong to the UDF—pursuing highly orthodox economic policies, the right no longer has a monopoly on fiscal prudence. Though it performed disappointingly in the elections, the SNM has nevertheless proved an effective competitor for right of centre-votes, benefitting from a combination of reasonable (apparent) competence, appeal to such “new middle class” as Bulgaria possesses, and the “never had it so good” feeling that wider strata had begun to feel as a result of economic growth and normalisation. The longer the SNM remains in coalition with the BSP, of course, the more its right-of-centre credentials will be compromised, and the more of an opening there will be for the conventional right—if it gets its act together. That, however, is a long haul. Meanwhile, the right needs to define more clearly and positively what it is about. Anti-communism is not a viable formula nowadays—unless the BSP reverts to form to a quite implausible extent. 

No change in prospect, then? We’ll see. The government’s effectiveness and unity are impressive. But they could turn out to be artificial and therefore temporary. All eyes are on the EU’s decision early next year as to whether Bulgaria can join at the start of 2007, all efforts directed towards securing a positive verdict. Either there is success, or there is failure. In the latter case, the knives will be out and the blame game will start. In the former case, an important discipline will be relaxed. And things could become interesting.

