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Petar Stoyanov' s Hard Choices

First Slovenia, then Croatia, Bosnia, Serbia and Kosovo, so far only

Montenegro and Macedonia have escaped the wave of violence which

has swept across the former Yugoslavia during the last ten years. At

each instance the Serbs have made a series of antagonistic choices

which have inexorably led to greater violence and suffering. Each of

the remaining regions of the former Yugoslavia have been saddled

with more and more Serbian refugees from each of the break away

Republics, thus contributing to a domino effect of ethnic and

economic tension.

Yet the crucial issue on the minds most parties is what will

happen if the violence spreads to Macedonia. Macedonia is unique

among the Yugoslav republics in that it is made up primarily of two

distinct ethnicities, Bulgarian and Albanian, both of which continue to

have cultural and historic ties with their former countries. The

question is what actions, if any, will Bulgaria take to protect the

Bulgarians in Macedonia if there is an outbreak of violence. While

Albania has been crippled by political and social upheaval, Bulgaria

has survived and adapted to the political and economic changes with

both it's economy and military relatively intact. Yet Bulgaria has

been disturbingly silent about its policy with regards to any

outbreak of violence in Macedonia directed towards the Bulgarians

living there.

Unlike Greece, Turkey and Serbia, Bulgaria has been slow to

protect the rights of Bulgarians living abroad. Historically Bulgaria

has been the loser in most of the military conflicts in which it

engaged in and over the past 40 years had been dominated

politically by the Soviet-Union, which was more interested in the

expansion of communist ideology than any protection of the political

rights of Bulgaria ethnic minorities in conquered territories. In this

perspective Bulgaria's present political timidity is understandable.

Bulgaria's greatest weakness is her vulnerability to economic

sanctions.

Yet Bulgaria can reduce this vulnerability in many ways.

Hydroelectric resources can be developed to reduce Bulgaria's

dependence on Russian natural gas and oil, while at the same time

these hydroelectric resources could be used as a political weapon

against Greek farmers and agriculture companies to ensure the

political rights of Bulgarians living in Northern Greece.

Bulgaria's road infra-structure and Trans-Bulgaria Highway are

in much need of expansion. This expansion could easily make

Bulgaria a major center of commerce and tourism in the region.

Much like the American Army Corps of Engineers, the

Bulgarian Army, with its vast pool of labor could be the driving force

behind such projects.

But in order to attain this freedom of action, Bulgaria must first

become an accepted member of the European community. In this

sense Mr. Stoyanov, President of Bulgaria, was quite correct in

stating that his first concern is Bulgaria's economic development and

integration into European markets.

\ Successful integration into Europe's economy could

very well provide the impetus for a reunification of Bulgaria and

Bulgarian Macedonia much like the reunification of East and West Germany.

Given similarity in positions and policies, of Macedonia and

Bulgaria this scenario is a definite possibility.

When recently asked what Bulgaria would do to protect the

Bulgarians in Macedonia if the shooting starts there, Mr. Stoyanov

was rather evasive.

Yet in all fairness to Mr. Stoyanov, neither NATO nor the

European community has any firm policy regarding the region.

If their previous policies in the former Yugoslavia are

anything to go by, it would seem to be that the Bulgarians in

Macedonia may expect nothing more than Band-Aids and good

wishes from NATO.

Bulgaria has basically three options in that situation, either she

can do nothing military and follow UN and NATO policy, or she could supply arms and equipment clandestinely (as has happened in the far past) to the Bulgarians in the region, or she could temporarily

invade portions of Macedonia in order to guarantee the safety of the

Bulgarians living there, much like Syria did in Lebanon to put an end

to the ethnic violence there.

Of the scenarios, it is the third which offers the greatest danger

to the stability of the region.

Not only could Bulgaria face severe economic repercussions and

sanctions, but Bulgaria could also face a general war with Greece.

Not because of the small minority of Greeks living in Southern

Macedonia, but rather because of the significant number of

Bulgarians living in Northern Greece (Thrace).

These Bulgarians have always been a significant

embarrassment to Greece as they haven't been fully assimilated into

Greek culture despite the harshest measures used in the past. This

cultural guilt on the part of Greeks makes them feel as if any

recognition of Bulgarians outside of Bulgaria is a direct attack on

their possession of Thrace and thus a cause for war.

Sadly, it is Bulgaria which has the greatest political stake in the

region, not because of her cultural and historic ties to Macedonia, but

rather because she would be on the receiving end of another

enormous amount of refugees, as had happened in the past.

President Stoyanov has been exceedingly careful not inflame

tensions in the region as any influx of refugees would be

economically disastrous for Bulgaria at a time when she is just

recovering from the ruinous policies of the communists.

Yet any president who fails to take any action to protect

Bulgarians in Macedonia would face grim re-election prospects.

Most Bulgarians have relatives in Macedonia and are unlikely

to support a president who does little or nothing in the face of ethnic

violence towards Bulgarians. President Stoyanov would indeed be

facing a grim choice.

President Stoyanov may not be the Bulgarian nationalist some

would have hoped for, but he is correct in saying that Bulgaria and

Macedonia's destinies are indelibly linked.

Both countries are trying desperately to recover from

disastrous communist policies and become members of the European

community.

Both countries are forced to rely on each other politically and

economically, as they have few allies and are surrounded by

antagonistic or indifferent neighbors.

Circumstances have literally pushed Macedonia and Bulgaria

into each other's arms.

Whether economically or militarily it seems as if only Bulgaria

is prepared to support the fledgling republic of Macedonian  in any
significant way, and this is perhaps the greatest danger to the

stability of the region.

NOTES

1. There are 1. 5 million Bulgarians living in Macedonia today.

2. Bulgarians were deported from Northern Greece in 1914 and 1924,

had their property expropriated, forced to hellenise their names, and

severely fined for speaking Bulgarian.
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