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THE SEVENTH PRESIDENT
To be or not to be 

When astronaut Neil Armstrong died recently, I sat back and I kept watching the moon.  For a moment I thought that space and time had passed away with him.  I mused on the colossal world which surrounds us.  The one trillion  galaxies which are out there in the endless space, each one of them loaded with 100 billion suns.  One of them is our sun, lost in the universe, the earth is there, Cyprus as well, Christofias, Anastasiades and… the rest of us.

Next year we have to make a step forward and elect our new president.  This step of Cyprus will not be “the giant leap for mankind” as Armstrong described it, when he set his foot on the moon.  It will be the “small step for man”, because our country is small and insignificant.

The new president will be the seventh in a row.  Number seven in the ancient world had its own magic attraction.  In ancient Greece we had the seven wise men.  We had the seven miracles of the world.  Also, according to the disciples of Pythagoras, number “seven” was the symbol of perfection.  So, the “number 7” President of the Republic will need both wisdom and perfection and at the same time he will need a “miracle”.  Because, after a dramatic course of 53 years (1960-2013), Cyprus needs the “eighth miracle” to get on the right track.
So, which will be the inheritance of the new President?
1. The Cyprus problem:  Very close to absolute disaster.  The essence lies in the fact that neither the Greek Cypriots nor the Turkish Cypriots ever had the political courage to admit their mistakes and sins during the first fourteen years of the Republic.  For us, who lived through that period, our country has never been the common homeland of all its people, as provided in the 1960 Agreements and the Constitution adopted by Makarios and by the overwhelming majority of the people who voted for him.  For many Greek Cypriots the “bright star” was Greece and her ideals.  For the Turkish Cypriots the pursuit was “Great mother Turkey”.  In line with the above the Greek Cypriot leadership endeavored in 1963 to amend the Constitution, thus overturning the constitutional order.  Furthermore the House of Representatives voted unanimously in 1967, in contravention to the Constitution, that “it will not give up the struggle, until the target of union of the whole of Cyprus with the motherland (Greece) is achieved”.  In parallel, the Turkish Cypriots, in a massive defiance of the Constitution, were striving for the partition of Cyprus.  The coup and the Turkish invasion of 1974 were the coup de grace.  In the years which followed, we had a number of lost, good opportunities for the reunification of the country.  Today, we ended up with a tragic reality, which most Greek Cypriot politicians do not perceive or do not want to perceive.  The two communities have been living separately for almost half a century, each one in its own world, without any real contact, without common objectives and with the talks in the never-neverland.  How will this situation be reversed, if it is not too late?  The new president will need a lot of wisdom and courage.  The situation may appear superficially as peaceful and quiet, the truth however is that it may at any time explode.   Unfortunately, in a very few years, the settlers from Turkey will constitute the largest ethnic community of Cyprus.
2. Public sector finance:  A hot potato will be handed over to the new President.   I shall not go into details.  I shall simply repeat what I have proposed time and again in the past:  We need a healthier government machine, with the correct structure and correct remunerations to be determined by experts, with a smaller number of civil servants (to be achieved through attrition).  We also need to improve, to the extent that is feasible the tax collection mechanisms.  Otherwise a troika will always be waiting for us around the corner.  Whether we get a loan from Russia or China or the EFSF (or the ESM) the problem will be there and will grow larger.  Loans are simply painkillers, we need a radical cure.  And something else:  Development is a must, but who will provide the money?  And which are the possible viable investments in the public and private sectors?  Quite a headache for the new President. 
3. The huge social and economic problem and the troika:  In a previous article of mine I juxtaposed the “confrontation” with the Troika to the Trojan war.  The troika, in a way, has entered our homes to take away beautiful Helen (our welfare) and we are fighting for her. The truth is that there is already a lot of pain and suffering which transcends the tolerable limits.  In the last quarter of this year and beyond that, things will grow worse.  The new president must alleviate the pain and find solutions.  A colossal, almost insurmountable task.
4. The banks:  An uphill road for the new president.  The banks are on their knees.  Their shares have lost more than 95% of their value.  The state will soon become the main shareholder, after investing the necessary capital, which may be in the region of €6-€7 billion.  This amount will have to be borrowed by the state, thus raising the debt to GDP ratio by an additional 35%-40%.  This extra burden may render  the viability of the state questionable.  And a piece of advice:  Great efforts must be exerted by the state to dispose to the private sector of its stake in the banks.  State owned banks cannot lead to a healthy economy and to development.  One caveat:  The supervisory and regulatory rights of the central bank must be increased to the highest possible degree.  History must not be repeated.
5. Defence:  As long as Greece and Cyprus operate under the “support mechanism” and the expenditure on defence is dramatically reduced, the new president of Cyprus will hold in his hands an “unfortified state”.  
6. Tourism:  When I was Minister of Commerce, Industry and Tourism from 1998-2003 we lifted tourism and tourist revenues to the highest point ever, at a pace much faster than that of international tourism.  Today, 12 years on, international tourism is up by 50%, whilst our tourism and tourist revenues have plummeted by 10% and 20% respectively.
7. Unemployment:  Almost 40,000 people are looking for a job.  (11% of the workforce).  This means that 40,000 families do not possess the basic means of survival.
8. Municipalities:  Close to default or bankruptcy.
9. Cyprus Airways:  They have been flying for 60 years, now they have taken a dive and a “crash” is possible (like Eurocypria).
10. Business and the marketplace:  An extremely grim picture.  Thousands of shops are up “for rent”.  No cashflow.  Reduced clientele.  Many industrial, commercial and other enterprises are on the brink of collapse.  
11. Unsold and semi-finished apartments:  Hundreds of them all over Cyprus.
12. Investments:  In the wake of the fiascos with Qatar, the Chinese, Triple Five and U.S magnate Sheldon Adelson, the credibility has gone down the drain.  
13. Bank bonds:  If this issue is not resolved, 20,000 people will risk the savings of a lifetime.
14. Crime:  At its peak.
15. Institutions, such as politicians, political parties, the government, the house of representative, the church, social justice:  All of them open to question.
16. Natural Gas:  I left it at the very end, although it is the most important.  When I started it 14 years ago, I became the object of sarcasm and ridicule.  Today, it will be the only ray of hope on the face of the new President.  He will have to address this issue with care, wisdom and professionalism.  It will take years until we commercially exploit this huge wealth and most probably the new President will not be there when it happens.  As far as I am concerned, I have already put forward my proposals, which provide for the use of hydrocarbons as a catalyst for the solution of the Cyprus problem.
The seventh president will take over in extremely cloudy and difficult circumstances, 53 years after the Republic was established.  The only “smile” is natural gas.  If the candidate for the Presidency was Hamlet, he would ask himself:  “To be or not to be?”  If he was Neil Armstrong, he might decide to stay on the moon.
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