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SCARS OF COMMUNISM

First of Four Articles

BY LUCIAN PERKINS--THE WASHINGTON POST

A mother and daughter ride past the skéletal ruins of Vukovar, a city In Croatia where the fall of communism led to brutal civil war.

Yugoslavia Maps a Road to Ruin

Economic Collapse, Nationalist Conflict Could Replay in Russia

By Michael Dobbs
Washington Post Foreign Service

. VUKOVAR, Croatia
hey worked in the same factory for nearly 20 years. They
T both belonged to the Yugoslav Communist Party. In the
summer of 1991, as the country they knew as Yugoslavia
began to disintegrate, Nikola Radakovic and Viktor Djurisic
took up arms against each other because of a long-submerged
distinction: one of them was a Serb, the other a Croat.
Devastated by some of the heaviest street fighting in Europe
since World War I, Vukovar has become a symbol of both the
ferocity and the senselessness of the war in the former
Yugoslavia. A once-charming city on Croatia’s Danube River
border with Serbia, it also represents the worst-case scenatio
awaiting the former Soviet Union if the monumental transition

now underway from communism to free markets and
democracy is bungled.

This is a place where every trace of multi-ethnic tolerance
and liberal European values has been systematically destroyed.
Libraries and hospitals have been shelled to smithereens,
churches blown up from inside, factories reduced to heaps of
metal. Trees stand at odd angles, their branches twisted in
crazy contortions, The survivors pick their way through the
ruins, still unable to comprehend why the tragedy befell them.

“We have a devastated city and devastated souls,” said
Slavko Docmanovic, who was mayor of Vukovar prior to the
87-day siege of the city by Serb militia forces and the Yugoslav
People’s Army. “Before the war, this was a miniature
Yugoslavia, We had 23 different nationalities represented here,

+ living harmoniously together. The transition from communism
to democracy proved to be a bomb that blew us up.”

i
| See COMMUNISM, A40, Col. 1
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SCARS OF COMMUNISM

Perils of Post-Communist Life

COMMUNISM, From Al

This is the first in a series of articles about the legacy
of communism, the utopian ideology that gave birth to
the most far-reaching totalitarian regime the world has
ever known. A two-month journey from the center of
Europe to the shores of the Pacific Ocean revealed deep
scars~—ranging from the lack of democratic institutions
to the destruction of the natural environment to wide-
spread cynicism and pessimism—that will almost cer-
tainly take generations to heal.

The jubilation that many people felt when the Berlin
Wall came down in November 1989 has given way to
the grim realization that the death of communism did
not automatically mean the birth of democracy. Mil-
lions of people have benefited from the stunning po-
litical and economic changes of the past four years.
But millions of others have been killed, raped or driven
from their homes in the ethnic wars that have broken
out in the Balkans and parts of the former Soviet
Union.

“Is there any system that is worse than commu-
nism?” goes the latest political joke making the rounds
in Eastern Europe. Answer: “Yes, post-communism.”

If there is a common thread to conversations in
Moscow and Berlin, Belgrade and Warsaw, it is that
the much-touted triumph of the West’s brand of eco-
nomic and political freedom is far from inevitable. The
most obvious result of the end of communism has not
been the “end of history” predicted by one American
pundit, but history's violent resumption in the former
East Bloc after a long period of dormancy.

History, it is now clear, remains capable of many
surprises. “They used to tell us that there were many
different roads to socialism. Now it turns out that
there are many roads away from sacialism,” said Adam
Michnik, the ideologist behind the Solidarity union
movement, which helped start the anti-Communist
revolution in Poland.

The road to disaster, which is the subject of today's
article, is represented by the former Yugoslavia. Here,
the combination of an economic collapse brought on by
the failed socialist system and the exploitation of na-
tionalist prejudices by former Communist apparatchiks

determined to preserve their political power triggered |
an explosion of violence and hatred whose effects may ;

spill over outside the Balkans.

With the exception of a handful of ruthless politi-
cians and black market speculators, there have been
no winners in the Yugoslav war. Even Serbia, which
backed the people who grabbed the most territory, is
saddled with an inflation rate of 2 or 3 percent an
hour, hundreds of thousands of refugees, seething mi-
norities and international pariah status,

*An alternative path is offered by Poland. After three
years of painful “shock therapy,” which resulted in a
steep drop in national production, Polish reformers are
now being rewarded with the first fragile signs of eco-
nomic recovery. Poland has reaped numerous security
beénefits from the end of the Cold War and now ap-
pears as stable as any other country in Eastern Eu-
rope.

In the end, it is Russia whose fortunes are likely to
‘prove pivotal for the post-communist era. The original
homeland of world socialism bears the heaviest burden
of the past and faces the most uncertain future. Three-

quarters of a century after the Bolsheviks grabbed.

power in the name of the proletariat, a new generation
-of Russians faces the task of rebuilding their devas-
‘tated country. In many cases, they are so disillusioned
by the failed Communist experiment that they no long-
er believe in the possibility of a better, more normal
life.

“The War Made Us Different’

"Vukovar, a city of 45,000 inhabitants founded in the
113th century, lies on one of the world’s great geopo-
'litical fault lines, For centuries, the Danube River and
‘the flat Slavonian plain formed the military border be-

tween East and West, the Ottoman and Austro-Hun-

" garian empires, Christianity and Islam. Places like Vu-

.kovar became melting pots. The last prewar census
recorded its population as 44 percent Croat, 37 per-
cent Serb and 7 percent “Yugoslav” (families mainly of
mixed Croat-Serb marriages).

“Croats, most of whom are Roman Catholic, tradi-
. tionally have viewed themselves as defenders of West-
,ern civilization—in contrast to the Serbs, who belong
.to the Eastern, Orthodox world. Linguistically, how-
ever, the two nations are practically indistinguishable.
' The long-standing nationalist divisions were ruthlessly

suppressed by the Communists who came to power af-
ter leading a guerrilla uprising against Nazi occupation
in World War 11, The Communists remade Yugoslavia
as a federation of six nominally self-governing “repub-
ligs.”

“We were born in the same hospitals, went to the
same schools, chased the same girls and sang the same

- songs. We spoke the same language and wore the
same kind of clothes. In fact, we were the same, until
. the war made us different,” said Radakovic, who took
part in the assault on Vukovar launched by Serb militia
- forces and the Yugoslav army after Croatia declared
its independence from Yugoslavia in the summer of
1991. .

In a Croatian refugee camp at Vinkovci, 10 miles
down the road from Vukovar, many of Radakovic’s for-
mer workmates at the Borovo shoe and tire factory

. dream of the day when they will be able to go home

. and free their city from Serb “occupation.” Before the

_war, the drive from Vinkovci to Vukovar took 15

. minutes, Today, it is necessary to take a circuitous
route via Hungary. The journey takes at least eight

" hours and requires permission from the authorities in
the self-styled Serb republic of Krajina, which includes
Vukovar.

- “I will remain in the Croatian army until [ am able to
go back home. It could take five years, 10 years, but I
am sure I will be back,” said Djurisic, who worked in
the building department of the Borovo factory. Like
his Serb ex-colleague, Djurisic insists he took up arms

- purely in self-defense, when threatened with the im-
minent danger of annihilation.

To understand how this once-prosperous and har-
monious community was destroyed by violence, there
are few better prisms than the factory where
Radakovic and Djurisic worked. Employing more than
20,000 workers, the sprawling plant just outside Vu-
kovar dominated the local economy. Many of the
toughest fighters on either side came from the facto-
ry——and the fiercest fighting took place in its imme-
diate vicinity.

Founded in 1930 by a Czech industrialist, Jan Bata,
the Borovo factory attracted workers from all over
Yugoslavia. At first, it was a model of progressive
management, modern production techniques and eth-
nic harmony. By the late 1980s, it had become a sym-
bol of everything that was wrong with the socialist
economy: a bloated work force, obsolescent technol-

See COMMUNISM, A41, Col. 1
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Spoils of war: The Croatian city of Vukovar is a ruin
two years after the 87-day siege in which Serb fighters
wrested it from Croat forces. A boy looks for undamaged
roof tiles, left. At top, @ pockmarked sign and building
mark both the edge of the city and ils destruction. Above,
wooden crosses tn Vukovar's cemelery stand above the
tightly packed graves of war victims.
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The democracy bomb:
“We have a devastated cily
and devastated souls,” said
Slavko Docmanovic, who
“was mayor of Vukovar be-
Jore its destruction. “Before
the wayr . . . we had 23 dif-
ferent nationalities repre-
sented here, living harmo-
niously together. The tran-
sition from communism fto
democracy proved to be a
bomb that blew us up.”
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Jformer Soviet Union. South of the Caucasus
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COMMUNISM, From A40

ogy and low productivity.

“The political crisis in Yugoslavia was the direct re-
sult of economic collapse,” said Josip Kovac, who used
to work in the factory’s financial department. “When
you and I are fighting for the same job, all our differ-
ences come to the surface: nationality, religion, polit-
ical affiliation, If everybody had work, we would not
have seen such political turmoil.”

The approaching disaster should have been visible
to everyone. Factory managers now acknowledge that

they did everything they could to conceal the chronic \

financial losses of the Borove plant for the best part of

the decade. By delaying investment decisions and us- :

ing huge bank loans to pay the monthly wage bill, they
were able to maintain the fiction that the factory was
making a small profit.

The crisis at the Borovo factory—and dozens of oth-
er socialist dinosaurs around Yugoslavia—erupted
with full force in 1990, when it became impossible to
cook the books any longer. Productivity per worker
had declined to less than 50 percent of the 1939 level.
The factory was hit by a wave of strikes to protest
against salary cuts and layoffs. Several departments
declared themselves bankrupt. When the time came
for mass dismijssals, the factory was an ethnic time
bomb waiting to explode.

A One-Party Mentality

During his 35 years in power, Yugoslavia's postwar

Communist ruler, Tito, refused to countenance a

multi-party system, arguing that it would inevitably
lead to the formation of ethnically based parties. Par-
adoxically, however, his insistence on keeping political
and economic power concentrated in the hands of a
single party lies at the root of the present Balkan trag-
edy. :

Yugoslavia's economic collapse set the stage for the
coming war. But the protagonists of the conflagration
were ambitious politicians, schooled in the ruthless art
of Communist Party intrigue, whose rise to power co-
incided with the collapse of socialist ideology. Fearing
that democracy could sweep them out of office, they
.embraced a new ideology—nationalism—that allowed
them to draw on long-dormant but powerful emotions
from the Balkan’s long history of rivalry and warfare
among multiple ethnic groups.

The one-party state died, but the one-party mental-
ity lived on,

“After the collapse of communism, our politicians
kept the old-fashioned monopoly system,” said Stojan

Cerovic, a commentator for the liberal Belgrade week- |

ly Vreme. “There are different labels now, of course,
but the system is basically the same. In both Serbia
and Croatia, there has been very little privatization.
All the most important monopolies—propaganda, big
companies, banks—remain in the hands of the state.”

The first Communist politician to realize that he
could outmaneuver his rivals by exploiting nationalist
grievances was Slobodan Milosevic of Serbia. His de-
cision to beat the Serb nationalist drum to seize con-
trol of the Serbian branch of the Yugoslav Communist
Party in 1987 led directly to the rise of a counter-na-
tionalism in Croatia.

“The people in power changed their colors—they
became nationalists instead of Communists—but their
wish to control everybody and everything remained
the same,” said Ivan Cicak, head of a human rights
watchdog group in Zagreb, the Croatian capital.

The Communist Party's hold on power collapsed in
1990, when free elections were held in most Yugoslav
republics. But the elections did not lead to Western-
style democracy, with multiple checks and balances on
the exercise of power. What happened instead was
that Yugoslavia became a battleground for two rival

nationalisms—Serb and Croat—with overlapping ter-
ritorial aspirations and a mentahty of “winner takes
all.” Compromise was practically impossible.

After the republic of Croatia seceded from Yugosla-
via and declared itself an independent nation in June
1991, war began between Serbs and Croats in the
Croatian borderlands. The United Nations managed to

arrange a cease-fire in January 1992, The present war |

in Bosnia-Herzegovina, which erupted in April 1992, is
largely an extension of the original Serb-Croat war,

with the additional complication of a large population |

of Slavic Muslims who have been caught in the cross-
fire.

A War of the Dispossessed -

The foot soldiers in the battle for Vukovar were the
dispossessed on either side, who sensed that their
time had come. The bankrupt Borovo shoe factory
provided a natural recruiting ground for the rival mi-
litias that sprouted up around Vukovar. A high propor-
tion of the fighters were unskilled immigrants from
poor, mountainous regions of Bosnia-Herzegovina, the
scene of brutal ethnic massacres in World War .

“The explosion of nationalism originated with the
poor workers, the immigrants,” said Vladimir Husar,
who was managing director of the Borovo factory at
the outbreak of the war. Husar, whose family comes
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Life amid ruins: Children leave their school in Vukovar, which is scarred by the 1991
Jighting in which as many as 15,000 people died. Below, Serb residents gather for an
evening chat at a bullet-pocked corner.
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f Russian leaders are
unable to find a solution to
our political and economic
problems, the result could be
something 100 times worse
than what has happened in
Yugoslavia. I do not exclude
the possibility of Vukovar
happening many times over
in Russia.V?

— Nikolai Ryzkhov, former Soviet prime minister. .

Tension Fanned Flames

from the traditionally prosperous Slavonian flatlands .
around Vukovar, said: “The mountain Serbs do not like
the Vukovar Serbs. They call them Swabians, or Ger-..
mans. You have the same difference between the
Slavonian Croats and the Croats from Herzegovina.,”

Slavonia boasted one of the highest standards of
living in Yugoslavia. In the farming villages around
Vukovar, there were many households with a couple of: ;.
Mercedes cars and a private swimming pool. Unlike ..
the immigrant workers, these people had no reason to -
fight for an even higher standard of living. They got on
well with their Serb or Croat neighbors and had httle
interest in an ethnic war, '

By all accounts, Vukovar was a remarkably tolerant .-
city until the middle of 1990." The 1990 municipal::
elections were won by a non-ethnic party, the Social --
Democrats. But the nationalist Croatian Democratic -
Union party, which won the republic-wide elections in '
May 1990, gained contro! of the political patronage
system. ’

In ethnically mixed areas of the republic such as '
Vukovar, there was a concerted drive to replace “dis-
loyal” Serbs with “loyal” Croats at all levels, At the .
Borovo factory, Serb workers were the first to be laid .
off. Many Croats regarded the firings as compensation
for what they saw as a pro-Serb bias in personnel pol-..
icy under the Communists.

“It all started with the harassment of Serbs m
schools, factories and the police force,” said former.u
mayor Docmanovic, a moderate Serb politician who -
was ousted from office in June 1991. “The politicians - -
in Zagreb changed the law so that they could throw
the Serbs out. At first, we had no intention of prevent-
ing them from secedmg from Yugoslavia. We Just
wanted equal rights.” w

Croats, needless to say, have a completely different -
explanation for how the war started. “The economic -
situation was disastrous,” said Husar, the Croat fac-
tory director. “The time was ripe for certain Serb pol-
iticians to create an irrational fear among Serbs that '
the Croats were about to attack them This was when
the first barricades started to appear.”

In neighboring Serbia, Yugoslavxa s dominant repub~
lic, the nationalist Milosevic regime set about fanning’
the grievances of the discontented Serb minority in
Croatia. "It is nat true that Serbs and Croats lived in
constant hatred under Tito—and were just waiting for
the moment when they could start killing each other,”.
said Cerovic, the Serb journalist. “Hatred had to be :
created artificially, and the key instrument in this was
television. Before we had the real war, we had a tele-;
vision war.”

The other instruments for stirring up hatred were
the militia groups sent to the Vukovar region from.
other parts of the country to promote the cause of
‘Serb or Croat nationalism. A particularly pernicious
role was played by the Serbian Tigers under Zeljko
“Arkan” Raznjatovic, a notorious Belgrade gangster:
wanted in Sweden on armed robbery charges, By pro-
voking a series of bloody incidents, the Tigers and oth-:
er paramilitary groups forced a reluctant local popu--
lation to take sides in the conflict. "

The most notorious such incident took place on May -
2, 1991—nearly two months before Croatia’s decla- :
ration of independence—in the predominantly Serb"
village of Borova Selo, just down the road from the
shoe factory, It began with a trivial confrontation,
when a couple of Croatian policemen attempted to re-
move a Yugoslav flag. In a shootout that followed, 12
Croatian guardsmen were killed by Serb vigilantes,
Within a few days, roadblocks had been thrown up
throughout the region.

Nobody knows exactly how many people died in the
battle for Vukovar that began the following August:
Estimates range up to 15,000, Serb militia groups and .
the Serb-dominated Yugoslav army pounded Vukovar..
with mortars and bombs day and night for three
months. By the time they finally “liberated” the city on
Nov. 17, 1991, it had been reduced to a pile of smok-
ing ruins.



