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U.S. Advice Guided Milosevic Opposition

Political Consultants Helped Yugoslav Opposition Topple Authoritarian Leader

By Micnae Dopns
Washiagton Post Fareign Service

BELGRADE—In a softly lit con-
ference room, American pollster
Doug Schoen flashed the results of
an in-depth opinion poll of 840 Ser-
bian voters onto an overhead pro-
Jection screen, sketching a strategy
for toppling Europe’s last remain-
ing communist-era ruler,

His message, delivered to lead-
ers of Serbia's traditionally frac-
tious opposition, was simple and
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powerful. Stobodan Milesevic—
survivor of four lost wars, two ma-
jor street uprisings, 78 days of
NATO bombing and a decade of in-
ternational sanctions—was “com-
pletely vulnerable” to a well-orga-
nized electoral challenge. The key,
the poll results showed, was oppo-
sition unity,

Held in a luxury hotel in Buda-
pest, the Hungarian capital, in Oc-
tober 1999, the closed-door brief-
ing by Schoea, a Democrat, turned
out to be a seminal event, pointing

the way to the electoral revolution
that brought down Milosevic a
year later. It also marked the start
of an extraordinary US. effort to
unscat a foreign head of state, not
through covert action of the kind
the CIA once cmployed in such
places as Iran and Guatemala, but
by modern clection campaign tech-
niques.

While the broad outlines of the
$41 million U.S. democracy-build-
ing campaign in Serbia are public
knowledgte, interviews with dozens

of key players, both here and in the
United States, suggest it was much
more extensive and sophisticated
than previousfy reported.

In the 12 months following the
strategy session, U.S-funded con-
sultants played a crucial role be-
hind the scenes in virtually every
facet of the anti-Milosevic drive,
running tracking polls, training
thousands of opposition activisls
and helping to organize a vitally
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Milosevic Defeated With Polls, Focus Groups
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important parallel vote count. U.S.
taxpayers paid for 5,000 cans of
spray paint used by student activ-
iststo scrawl anti-Milosevic graffiti
on walls across Serbia, and 2.5 mil-
lion stickers with the slogan “He’s
Finished,” which became the revo-
lution’s catchphirase.

Regarded by many as Eastern
Eurepe's last great democratic up-
heaval, Milosevic's overthrow may
also go down in history as the first
polldriven, focus group-tested rev-
olution. Behind the sceming spon-
taneity of the street uprising that
forced Milosevic to respect the re-
sults of a hotly contested presi-
dential election on Sept, 24 was a
carefully researched sirategy put
together by Serbian democracy ac-
tivists with the active assistance o
Western advisers and pollsters,

In the long run, many people
here say, Milosevic’s overthrow
was inevilable, if only because of

the economic and military dis-
asters that befell Serbia during his
13 years in power, first as head of
Scll:m, Yugostavia's dominant re-
nd then as head of Yugo-
Iavx elf, But there was nothing
inevitable about the timing or the
manner of his departure,

“Without American support, it
would have been much more diffi-
cult,” said Slobodan Homen, a stu-
dent leader who Lraveled to Buda-
pest-and other European capitals
dozens of times to meet with U.S.
officials and private democracy
consultants, “There would have
been a revolution anyway, but the
assistance helped us avoid blosd-
shed.”

“The forcign support was cril-
ical,” agreed Milan Stevanovie,
who oversaw the marketing and
message development campaign
for the oppositioncoalition, the
Demacratic Opposition of Serbia,
“In the past, we did what we intu-
itively thought we should do. This
was Lhe first carapaign where our
strategy was based on real scientif-
ic research.”

Had Yugosfavia been a totalitari-
an state like Iraq or North Korea,
the strategy would have stood little
chance. But while Milosevic ran a
repressive police state, he was nev-
er a dictator in the style of Iraqi
President Saddam Hussein. His au-
thority depended on a veil of pop-
ular legitimacy. It was this consti-
tutional facade that gave Serbian
opposition leaders, and their West-
ern backers, an all-important open-
ing.

A Unified Opposition

The fall of 1999 was a dlfﬁcult
time for the S
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had some suecess in tapping into
the upsurge of patriotic feeling
caused by the Kosovo war a few
months before. The 59-year-old Yu-
goslav president was seeking to de-
pict himself as the rchuilder of the
country following NATO bombing
raids. Attempts by some opposi-
tion parlies Lo topple Milosevic
through street protests were get-
ting nowhere.

Milosevic's strongest political
card was the disarray and ineffec-
tiveness of his opponents. The op-
position consisted of nearly two
dozen political parties, some of
whose leaders were barely on
speaking terms w;lh one nnalhcr
While the

able rating of only 29 percent.

Schoen, who had provided poll-
ing advice lo former Yugoslav
prime minister Milan Panic during
his unsuccessful 1992 campaign to
depose Milosevie, drew  several
conclusions from these and other
findings of the poll.

First, Serbian volers were recep-
tive to simple anti-Milosevie mes-
¢ on the terrible eco-
uation, Second, they
wanted change to come through
the ballot hox, not demonstrations.
Finally, and most important, onlya

sition had a chance of

ic. “If you take

ane word from this conference,”

Schoen told the delegates, “T urge
it 1o be unity.”

‘The unity message did not catch
on immediately with Serbian oppo-
sition leaders. “They had scen Mi-
losevie rise before,” recalled Debra
Alexander, who was in charge of
the National Democratic Institute
polling operation, “There was a
sense they were going up ag:
insuperable odds,”

In the following months, how-
ever, the opposition palilicinns
came to helieve the polling evi-
dence and shape a strategy for de-
feating Milosevic with the help of
the Western consultants. Djindjic,
leader of the largest, best-orga-
nized opposition party, agreed to
set aside his presidentiul ambitions
in favor of a tess polarizing candi-
date and serve as coalition cam-
paign manager,

‘Things maved into high gear in
July, when Milosevic cafled clec-
tions. For the first time in Serbian
polithl history, Western advertis-
were used to Lest

recognized the need for unity in
theory, in practice they were deep-
ly divided, both on the tactics to
use against Milosevic and the ques-
tion of who should succeed him.

It was against this background
that 20 opposition leaders accept-
ed an invitation from the Washing-
tor-based National Democratic In-
stitute (NDI) in October 1999 to a
seminar at the Marriott Hotel in
Budapest, overlooking the Danube
River. Thn key item on the agenda:
an opinion poll commissioned by
the US. polling firm Penn, Schoen
& Berland Associates.

The poll reported that Milosevic
had a 70 percent unfavorable rat-
ingamong Serbian voters. But it al-
so showed that the big names in
the opposition—~men such as Zo-
ran Djindjic and Vuk Draskovic—
were hurdened with negative poll
rntmgs almost as high as Milose-
vie'

Amon ¢ the did: best

puhuml messages. The messages
were tesled in a similar way to soft
drinks or chewing gum, according
to Srdan Bogosavjevic, head of the
Stralegic Marketing firm, which
Tan a series of focus groups on be-
half of the opposition coalition and
the Otpor student resistance move-
ment with financial support from
‘Western democracy groups.

“We approached the process
with a brand to self and a braad to
beal,” sai one of

supporters,

Visa restrictions imposed by the
Milosevic government made it im-
possible for the U.S. consultants to
travel to Serbia, so they organized
a series of “train the trainers” ses-
sions in Hungary and Montenegro.
‘e trainers then went hack (o Ser-
bia to spread the word.

Kostunica's selection as the op-
position presidential candidate in
August was shaped, in large meas-
ure, by the opinion polls. “The
polls showed that Kostunica could
defeat Milosevic in the easiest pos-
sible way,” recalled Dusan Mihajlo-
vic, leader of the New Democracy
party, one of 18 palilical parties
that made up the cealition. Part of
Kostunicas  appeal, the polls
showed, was that he was widely
perceived as anti-A Be-
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COURII b O IHERRATIBHAL FLAVKTICAH STOTE

Leaders of Otpor, a student resistance movement, attended a seminar on
nonviolent tactics sponsored by a U.S, group in Budapest fast winter.

al Republican Institute (IRI).
While NDI worked closely with

cause he was an outspeken critic of
the NATO hombing of Serbia, it
was difficult for the Milosevie gov-
ernment to label him a Western
slooge or a traitor to Serbia
terests,
Kos umm was also the one np-
der strongly

Serbian parties, IRI fo-
cused its attention on ()lpur, which
served as the revolution's ideologi-
cal and organizatianal hackbone.
In March, IRl paid fo two dozen

tpor leaders to attend a seminar
on nonviolent resistance at the Hil-
ton Hotel in Budapest, a few hun-
dreds yards along the Danube from

accepling US. campaign  a:
tance. “I was against it, never got
any mywl{ and (huu[,h( il was un-
necessary,” he said in an interview,

To many opnmlhun aclivists,
Kostunica's dentals ring a fittle hol-
low. While it is true that his own
party, the Democratic Party of Ser-
bia, rejected .mythlng that
smacked of his presi-
dential campaign bencl'(cd enor-
mously from the advice and fi-
nancial support the opposition
coalition received from abroad,
and particularly from the United
States.

Lessons in Resistance

‘The U.S. democracy-building ef-
fort in Serbia was a curious mix-
ture of sccrecy and openness, In
principle, it was an overt opera-
tion, funded by congressional ap-
propriations of around $10 million
for fiscal 1999 and $31 million for

Samu Americans involved in the

Vilosevic effort said they were

Serbia's best known pollsters. “The
brand to sell was Kostunica. The
brand to beat was Milosevie.”
According to Stevanovic, the co-
alition marketing experl, every
word of the opposnuons one-min-
ute and five-minute core political
messages  used by  opposition
spokesmen across the country was
discussed with U.S. consultants
and tested by opinion poll. Coali-
tion candidates renning for the Yu-
goslav parli and tens of thou-

placed to challenge Milosevic, the
poll suggested, was a moderate
Serbian nationalist named Vojislav

though Mxluscvm had long hccn
unpopular, he appeared to have

n
Kostunica, who had a favorable rat-
ing of 49 percent and an unfavor-

aware of CIA activity at the fringes
of the campaign, but had trouble
finding out what the agency wasup
to. Whatever it was, they conclud-
ed it was not particularly elfective.
The lead role was taken by the
State Depariment and the US,
Agency for International Devel-
opment, the government’s foreign
assistance agency, which chan-
neled the funds through commer-
cial contractors and nonprofit

sands  of local
positions received extensive train-
ing on how to stay “on message,”
answer journalists’ questions an
rebut the arguments of Milesevie
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groups such as NDI and its Repub-
Tican the i

the NDI-favored Marriott.

Duriny the seminar, the Serbian

students received training in such
matters 4s how to organize a

strike, low to communicate with -

symbols, how to overcome fear and

how to undermine the suthority of
a dictatorial regime. The principal .
fecturer was retired U.S. Army Col. .

Ser SERBIA, 421, Col. 1
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Robert Helvey, who has made a
study of nonviolent resistance
methods around the world, in-
cluding those used in modern-day
Burma and the civil rights struggle
in the American South,

“What was nfost amazing to us
was to discover that what we were
trying to do spontaneously in Ser-
bin was supported by a whole non-
violent system that we knew noth-
ing about,” said Srdja Popovic, a
former bmlngy student. “This was
the first time we thought about this
in a systematic, scientific way, We
said to ourselves, ‘We will go back
and apply this.’”

Helvey, who served two tours in
Vietnam, introduced the Otpor ac-
tivists to the ideas of American the-
oretician Gene Sharpe, whom he
describes as “the Clausewitz of the
nonviolence movement,” referring
to the renowned Prussian military
strategist. Six months later, Popov-
ic can recite Helvey's lectures al-
most word for word, beginning
with the dictum, Rcmovmz the
authority of the ruler is the mnsl

provided money, a significant sum
in a country where the average
monthly wage is less than $30.
“Without the monitors, Milose-
vic's people would have stolen the
elections again,” said Alexander

Trkulja, the coalition campaign’

manager in Backa Palanka, “They
are masters in stealing elections.”

An iron rule for both the coali-
tion and Otpor was never to talk
about Western financial or logisti-
cal support, To have done so would
have played straight into the hands
of the Milosevie propaganda mia-
chine, which routinely depicted op-
position leaders as “traitors™ or
“NATO lackeys.”

“It was dangerous to be connect-
ed publicly with the American au-
thorities,” said Randjic, the Otpor
activist, recalling a 12-hour police
interrogation in which he was
grilled about his “Washington con-
trollers,”

Even today, nearly two months
after Milosevic's fall, the topic is
sensitive, Although the U.S. effort
was clearly aimed at Milosevic, the
Clinton administration prefers to

depict it as a neutral democracy-
building operation, ‘Ourjab wasto
level the playing field,” said Paul
Rowland, head of the DLmocmuc
institute's Serbia program.

worked with parties (hat wanted to
make Serbia a genuine demacracy.”

Serbian  opposition  leaders,
meanwhile, view the U.S. support
as atonement for past mistakes.
‘They note that for many years U.S,
officials treated the Yugostav presi-
dent as the linchpin of America’s
Balkan diplomacy, an indispens-
able interlocutor for Bosnia peace
negotiator Richard C. Holbrooke
and other highJevel emissarics.
Far from undermining Milosevic's
gripon power, US. policy had actu-
ally served to strengthen it, they
contend.

“In the past, we had the impres-
sion that the West was supporting
Milosevie,” said Homen, a 28-year-
old lawyer who served as Otpor's
intermediary with Western diplo-
mats and aid organizations. “This
was the first time that we felt that
Western governments were actu-
ally trying to get rid of Milosevic.”

1mpormm element in
slruggie.”

“Those Serbs really impressed
me,” Helvey said in an interview
from his West “irginia home.
“They were very bright, very com-
mitted.”

Back in Serbia Otpor activists
set about underm ning Milosevic's
authority by all means available,
Rather than simply daubing slo-
gans on walls, they used a wide
range of sophisticated public rela-
tions techniques, mcludmgpullmg.
leafleting and paid adw:rhsmg
“The pall resulis were very impar-
tant,” recatled Ivo Andric, a mar-
keting student at Belgrade Uni-
versity. “At every momenl, we
knew what to say to the people.”

‘The poll results pointed to a par-
adox that went to the heart of Mi-
lasevic’s grip »n power. On ene
hand, the Yugoslav president was
detested by 70 percent of the clec-
torate. On the other, a majorily of
Serbs believed he would continue
t0 remain in power, even after an
election. To topple Milosevic, op-
pusmon leaders first had to con-
vince their fellow Serbs that he
could be overthrown,

At a brainstorming session last
July, Otpor activist Srdjan Milivo-
Jevxc murmured the words “Gotov
J&,” or “He's finished.”

“We realized 1mmedmely that it
summed up our el campaign,”
said Dejan Randjic, who ran the Ot-
por marketing operation. “It was
very simple, very powerful. It fo-
cused on Milosevic, but did not
even mention him by name.”

Over the next three months, mil-
lions of “Gotov je” stickers were
printed on 80 tons of imported ad-
hesive paper—paid for by USAID
and delivered by the Washington-
based Ronco Consulting Corp—
and plastered all over Serbia on
walls, inside elevators and across
Milosevic's campaign  posters,
Printed in black and white and ac-
companied by Ctpor’s clenched-fist
emblem, they became the symbol
of the revolution.

A Fair Vote Count

Had Yugoslav border officials
been paying attention last summer,
they would have observed an ex-
traordinary increase in the number
of Serbian students visiting a re-
vered Serbian shrine in southern
Hungary. “Making a pilgrimage to
Saint Andrija” became the favorite
excuse for opposition activists en
route to another U.S.-funded pro-
gram, this one in the Hungarian
town of Szeged, just 10 minutes’
drive from the Serbian border.

{ts purpose was fo irain elcction
observers, “We set up mock polling
stations with ballot boxes and went
through the hallolmg process in
detail with them,” recalled John
Anelli of the Republican institute,
describing what became a key com-
ponent in Milosevic’'s downfall,
“We trained about 400 election
moniters who went back to Serbia
and trained another 15,000 mon-
itors.”

Without a massive monitoring
operation, and an equally massive
parallel vote count organized by
the Serbian Center for Free Elec-
tions and Democracy, this fall's cf-
fort to unseat Milosevic would al-
most certainly have failed.
Opposition parties suspected him
of stealing previous elections, most
notably in 1997, but were unable to
offer conclusive proof. This time,
they made sure they had the means
to detect election fraud.

Drawing on their experience of
elections in such places as Indone-
sia and Mozambique, IRI consul-
tants  simulated  vote-counting
scams and ballot-stuffing tech-
niques. “They trained us to spot
fraud and react quickly,” said Go-
ran Rapoli, an oppasition clection
monitor from the town of
Palanka, who attended the semi-
nar, “It was really useful.”

‘The United States paid for the
training in Szeged and the second
level of training back in Serbia. By
Election Day, the oppesition par-
ties were able to place at least two
trained monilors at every polling
station in the country. Each mon-
itor received about $5 in Western-
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