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WAITING FOR THE BARBARIANS

(Poem by Constantinos Kavafis)
I remember, at the beginning of November 2012, when we all anticipated that at the Eurogroup meeting of the 13th November the loan to Cyprus would be preliminarily approved.  It was a “must” to secure the green light for the loan, so as to avert the bankruptcy of the state and of its banks.  However our petition did not go through at that time.  We had been dragging our heels for a long time, so the Europeans were not ready to say “yes”.

In the wake of the above, everybody in the leadership of the Government and in particular of the Ministry of Finance started running right at left to secure the necessary funds.  They visited Peking and Moscow, they knocked on the doors of foreign banks operating in Cyprus, they applied to the public at large through Government bonds, they resorted to the coffers of semi-Governmental organisations in order to be able to meet current liabilities.

In the meantime everybody in Cyprus was waiting for the Troika and its money.  The President of the Republic, who at times in the past had described the Troikans and the markets as “thieves”, who steal the national wealth of the people, was also sitting back, waiting breathlessly.  He even made a statement in Brussels that he was ready to sign the “Memorandum”.  He did it in order to avert the collapse of the banks and of the country itself. 

I was pondering over the predicament of this country.  When I was in the government, in the House of Representatives and generally in politics for 30 years I always took pride in our booming economy.  Now we reached the edge of the cliff.  So I recalled Greek poet and philosopher, who lived in Alexandria, Constantinos Kavafis and his prophetic poem written 100 years ago, entitled “Waiting for the barbarians”.

“What are we waiting for and we have gathered in the agora

The barbarians will arrive today….

Why has our Emperor woken up so early

and he is seated at the largest gate of the city

on the throne, in an official manner, wearing the crown?

Because the barbarians will arrive today

and the Emperor waits to receive

their leader….
So our “President-Emperor” was waiting with his chiefs of staff the arrival of the “barbarians” for our salvation.

However the funds of the Troika did not arrive, not even in December.  The public coffers were empty.  The salaries of civil servants could not be paid, so the Government resorted to the pension funds of the employees of  the semi Governmental organisations.  Really unbelievable for a country to end up as less credible than the grocer of the neighborhood, who can pay the salaries of his employees.  In parallel the survival of the banks depended on the ELA (Emergency Liquidity Assistance) from which they borrowed more than €10 billion.  Without this Fund the banks would die of asphyxia.  Incidentally the ELA belongs to the “thieves”, to the “barbarians”, for the arrival of whom we had been waiting.

The House of Representatives, moving with the speed of light enacted scores of laws to satisfy the “thieves”.  There was no rhetoric in the House nor even a single objection to these laws, which deprive many citizens of the means of survival.  It was more than clear that without this legislation the country could not go on.  The members of the House bent their heads and raised their arms to vote “Yes”.  They had no option.  So I remembered Kavafis again:

“Why is there such an inaction in the Senate?

Why do the able orators do not appear as usual

To deliver their speeches and present their arguments?

Because the barbarians will arrive today

And they are fed up with rhetoric and demagoguery” 
Time flies.  January is gone.  February will go soon.  In Brussels and in Berlin they now talk of March or May or even September.  The question is, how will Cyprus survive until then?  What will the new President manage to do?  How will my good friend Nicos Anastasiades, who appears to be the undoubted winner of the election, address all the problems which have piled up?

Time flies and the Troika is not back.  The money is not here either.  In Brussels the conditions for the loan have been increased and have become much more difficult to satisfy and extremely oppressive.  In short, we have wasted a lot of time, we have been negligent in the past and now the Pandora’s Box is open, full of problems.  

And Kavafis goes on:

“Why, all of a sudden is such an uneasiness spread around?

Why are the streets and the squares getting empty? 

And people return home engaged in deep thought? 

Because night has fallen and the barbarians have not arrived…

And now how shall we manage without the barbarians?

These people were a solution of some sort!
It is true that in  the lives of all of us, humans or even whole countries, if we are not cautious, the “barbarians” of Kavafis will appear one day.  They will turn up to rationalise our thoughts and our actions.  To offer survival under very hard terms and conditions.

If we are not cautious!  This is exactly what happened in Cyprus during the past 4-5 years.  So we are sitting today, waiting in agony for the Troika, for the “barbarians” as if they are Deus ex Machina.  Whose presence would be unnecessary today if we were cautious enough a few years back.  When we opened up the state coffers towards the “social justice” cause and we emptied them.  When the banks opened up their own coffers and went under, taking down there with them the people of this country.

My good friend Nicos Anastasiades. I have no doubt that you are an experienced, wise, honest and able leader with excellent connections in Europe.  Fate has decided, as the polls show, that you will take the presidency baton at the moment when we are waiting for the “barbarians”.  Handle matters with  good judgement and wisdom.  In these difficult times, as Kavafis put it, the barbarians are a solution of some sort.
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