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The Czech fairy-tale is over. With this significant headline the morning newspaper De Telegraaf published an article on Friday the 30th, of may this year [1997] in which is stated that the Czech, kroner, has depreciated 11% and that the population should take into account a lower income, higher inflation rates and more unemployment. The Czech prime minister at last admits: the road, to a free market economy has turned out to be longer than expected. The article as well mentioned the panic reactions by the population to the unexpected problems. No doubt Klaus, the Czech prime minister, was right about economic reforms and he is definitely a top economist, but my first reaction to the article was: what way would you have imagined all this? How does the Czech Republic want to solve all the problems, the former communists have caused? Does the population not, after all the years of misery finally require some serious guidance? And who should carry out this guidance?

Numerous parts of the population have been thrown totally unprepared into the deep, the free market economy. Previously one had not realized that so many people were absolutely unaware of everything. And today the Eastern Europeans are taught about several characteristics of free market economy. For similar courses, but from a higher level, all kinds of Western advisers come to Eastern Europe. For day tariffs, for which someone working on a production line in a Czech factory and being paid in Czech kroners, converted would have to work hard for several months. Until he is discharged. For these advisers of course advise the purchase of more modern machines, which is more efficient. And they are right about that. In Western Europe it has been the procedure for so long now. Assets and liabilities, whatever is not efficient enough should be removed. Certainly if one intends to survive commercially. But what about the man from the Czech factory? What will be left for him to do? The Western advisors do not worry too much about this. It does not concern their know-how. The social side of this problem is riot very commercial. But the advisors themselves are.

Such an approach, which means throwing people into the deep and taking care of yourself will not last for too long. By jumping into the deep it will be hard to learn about everything. Things can turn right for a long time, but it will be necessary to learn. One has been taught how many aspects. Right from the beginning. With the introduction of a western market economy too one has to start from the beginning, which means at zero (0), with a clean slate. The problem, although is that when communism had finally collapsed, Eastern Europe was not quite at zero. Forty years of communism have caused damage, which is quite hard to express in ciphers. It seems somewhat useless to calculate these exact ciphers, too. Would it be like minus 20 or minus 199, or even more? It cannot be too important, though, we have to proceed. What should not be forgotten though is that at the beginning we were not at zero, but severely below zero. And how to remove the ruins, lying in front of the 0. There is a substantial difference with for instance the Netherlands started the reconstruction of their country after the Second World War at zero.

The Czech Republic (at that time it was still Czechoslovakia) in principle started at zero after the war itself (actually, which European did not?). But in Czechoslovakia (and more countries) at that point the communists have started their theatrical play, and they moved - only a slight historical error - into another direction, the MINUS-direction to be exact. And they kept on marching (in most socialist countries with some "brotherly aid" by an invasion of the Soviet army), until they could not march any further. For in 1989 there was a revolution. A genuine revolution.

The population in these countries at that time responded enthusiastically. In the Czech Republic too, by that time still Czechoslovakia. After so many years of distrust, the people over there could start having confidence again. In president Havel. In democracy. In the West. And in market economy. After some time the former communists became enthusiastic too. They were not punished. They could move on with their lives. They were even allowed to reap the fruits of the former communist regime. For doing business was something they were very good at, too. On the free market one undertakes best if there is enough money. Which was not too complicated for most communists, as they already possessed a lot of money on western bank accounts, didn't they? Which ordinary people did not have. The ordinary people often only possessed what they had been learning from the communist regime. What all of this meant they still cannot describe. They are simply unaware of what they are good at. What are those, your strong and your weak sides? Not everyone managed to find out very soon.

Meanwhile the communists started buying factories, investing money. Some of them were even as clever (which, by the way was very hard to find in times of the communist regime) as to perform clever business. Being clever enough, and by that I mean to really use your brains, together with a spirit of enterprise means you can reach high.

The economic reforms in Eastern Europe cannot start at zero. First of all the mess, caused by forty years of communism should be removed. Even though the Czech Republic used to be economically strong in the period between the two World Wars. How do you remove such mess? Western European and Eastern European consultants have troubled their head on this subject since the revolution of 1989. Everything prime minister Klaus and his colleagues had in mind with the economic reforms - which in fact they have executed - was indeed amazing and capable.

A western economy, though, cannot simply be exported to former Eastern Europe. It simply does not work that way. I think people finally start realizing that much more is going on as they initially presumed.

"To respect each other, pay respect to one another, to be able to trust, it is what Western Europeans expect from Eastern Europeans now."

Taken into account here is the problem of mentality. And specifically the difference between Western- and Eastern-European mentality. Mentality, as it used to be `injected' into people during communism was totally different from what people were accustomed to in Western Europe. In daily and so, in business too. Hatred and envy, keeping an eye on each other and spying, it used to be what the communist system had interest in. To respect each other, pay respect to one another, to be able to trust, it is what Western Europeans expect from Eastern Europeans now. If the Western Europeans do not find it there the way they are used to in the West they will be discontented and proclaim that the Czechs do not want to learn from them and that they are suspicious.

For the time being the West is still watching the Czech Republic (and some other former socialist countries where everything goes relatively well) very much contented, as it presumably turns out, talking to businessmen that frequently go there. What makes them so contented, are mainly the macro-economic figures and the way the growth in import and export develops. As well as their own trade with other Eastern European countries.

But you really have to look beyond your nose. To have a seat in some village pub (which can really not be found in Prague) and talk to people, having a beer and not exclusively hang out in the most expensive hotels in Prague, like Forum or Atrium (where western businessmen just love to be seen). Such ordinary people can reflect developments so well too. But these people do not happen to be very pleased about the newest changes. For these people do not know about marketing, publicity, competition or conflict of interests. They will not have to eat these words either, though. On the other hand they think (some of them at this very moment) about what to eat, if everything keeps growing more expensive.

"You have to speculate to accumulate", as the first sentence of a very fine and recent vacancy at Philips in the Dutch NRC sounds. No doubt this is true to a western market economy and I agree to this statement one hundred percent. At least, if you intend to undertake, you should dare to take risks. You should just not take risks, which are close to gambling, if you are not entirely aware of what you are doing. Then the risk is too high that you will lose everything. That you lose much more than you originally had. And you will not reach very far that way. Before you even totally realize you will be heavily indebted. That certainly counts for Eastern Europe. More and more people find out about this. He who does not have a choice can hardly take risks. He would prefer to survive. If you do not have enough money so you can eat, it becomes difficult to survive. Whether it is a free market economy or not.

"How to move on in the Czech Republic"

Which brings us to the most important question of my article: how to move on in the Czech Republic? It is obvious that it takes a drastically different approach. Not only to introduce market economy, but also to focus on parts of the low-income population. If after some time social commotion would start to develop among the biggest parts of the population (which are not the entrepreneurs, but much more the average people), the Czech Republic would be back where it started. If the Czech Republic would take one step away from the direction they had chosen - which this time happens to be a democratic market economy and not communism - I cannot imagine that things would turn out the right way ever again. And after nine years of living and working in the West I do not think any other direction but a capitalist market economy can be chosen. It should be preserved well for all people, though. It should be possible for people to receive help when they need it. Democracy in western economies means helping people with lower incomes, and exactly at this point the Czech Republic should start learning from the West, for example the Netherlands. In this country several aspects in social sphere are very well arranged indeed. As a consultant of Dutch companies, doing business in the Czech Republic and Slovakia, as well as during my travels to these countries I talk a lot with people from both sides. Which means not just to the western entrepreneurs, but to their business associates and to local people over there. I happen to like talking to people. This way you can find out about the real situation much sooner than by reading an economic journal. By talking to people it remains possible to form your own opinion, which is usually forced to you by a magazine. I have the impression, although that most people in Eastern Europe are still not entirely aware of what `the West' really means, how to act on the same market.

To most Eastern European people `the West' symbolized to a whole lot of products in the stores and large salaries. What a free market economy really is about, how to act on this market, what it takes to have a career. They had no idea about all of this. And now it seems like this free market economy scares them off, because as they regard this it only provides social insecurity, unemployment, crime and drugs. Things that were unknown to the former socialist system. They were used to the state, providing an excess of social security and making decisions for them. Being confronted with the `trouble sides' of the West they want to have back their old jobs, their former securities. They cannot or do not want to believe that the cause of present troubles lies above all with the former communist regime. There seems to be a risk already that too many people want the system back, which provided their securities. Their fear of unemployment can be very well understood, considering that someone who is discharged can only have an unemployment benefit for a few months. After that he or she is really on his or her own.

Dutch people cannot imagine this, as they cannot imagine that from one day to the other the rent can be raised 35%, without the state granting subsidy for the rent, or that it turns out that energy costs were raised 100% yesterday. They do not really think about what that means, but they do run to the supermarket when in a Dutch newspaper in big letters on the front page is being announced that a package of coffee will be significantly more expensive from next week on. Next you can read in a Dutch newspaper that next week -indeed- a package of coffee becomes two pence more expensive. I really think of this as an absurd aspect of Dutch capitalism. That they can use the newspaper for such a "nonsense-announcement" (I hope 1, as a former Eastern European who lived through all `real' rises in prices, am allowed to say such things). Even the front page of this newspaper! The Dutch obviously regard it as a substantial rise in price. On the other hand Eastern Europeans have no idea how market mechanism works: what about marketing and publicity, how to obtain useful information and what to do with it, assets and liabilities and how to find and deal with customers. Communism on one hand did provide social securities, on the other hand although it had absolutely no respect for the citizen. As a result of that many things in the Czech Republic are still handled the old communistic way: with no explanation, the people not being consulted, to most people it was not very understandable. One of the numerous examples: a company for telecommunication in a Czech town claims that the telephone numbers with five ciphers should be changed into six cipher telephone numbers. The old telephone numbers should be replaced and that should do. There has hardly been any announcement in advance. Dialling the old numbers from out of the Netherlands the tone makes clear that the number no longer exists. Basta! That should do for everyone. In the Netherlands such a change is being brought under the attention of the public a long time in advance. As I see it they even highly exaggerate with all the media, door-to-door spread folders, etc. Both the numbers can even be reached next to each other for several months. The Dutch business world should be aware of this aftermath of problems, as the Czech business world itself should try to watch how a similar operation is performed in the Netherlands. The customer satisfaction, which is so important to the West, in Eastern Europe this is still very much unorganized. In Western Europe you could almost run a match for the most absurd example of customer satisfaction. One of my friends for instance has tried this out: on a Saturday morning, in a very crowded butcher's shop he asked dead calm if the butcher could cut 4 kilos of meat into little pieces, because he intended to prepare goulash. According to this boy, who obviously came through this situation alive the butcher set to work all right, with his back to some complaining other customers. One should try that out in the Czech Republic (or any other Eastern European country), for you will not easily forget the reaction of the people very fast then. The Dutch often think of the Czechs as passive, as when they hardly put any questions doing business. A result of communism too, I am afraid. This passivity. Asking questions was experienced as stupid and troublesome. You were laughed or cursed at. Ask questions moreover could have bad consequences for your study or career. It amazes me how in the Netherlands it is possible to ask the most trivial questions and still to receive a polite answer. One more world of difference, the Dutch business world should have a little patience as to these differences and not to lose sight of the background. The Czechs are supposed to get accustomed to ask questions and, in contrast to the past to be taken serious too. They should take, although the answers very seriously and do something about it. And the Dutch should try not to explain the Czechs things in a way they are used to, or to put it a little bit more simple: like tutoring little children. The Czechs are often highly intelligent and they understand a lot (nota bene, they were supposed to understand everything as they were told, without any explanation), and to receive an explanation by the Dutch in a way, as if they were little children makes them feel offended in their pride and intelligence. Czechs are excellent critics. They have very well learnt in times of the communist regime. But now they have reached a point where to be critical is not sufficient anymore. Criticism is not enough; the next step is still missing. They should learn to use constructive critics, which could be useful in the future. Their present critics is often being ignored or not taken seriously, as the West is focused on results, results and results. In the West people tend to think they are more clever than Eastern Europeans. After nine years in the Netherlands I can say it is not a matter of cleverness, but really just a lead of approximately 40 years. He who wanted and had the abilities could develop completely in the West. Within an Eastern European country someone with the same abilities could maybe develop but there was, next to that crammed with Marxist-Leninist theories, no use by then and today certainly no more. So at last they could study hard, but when should this be done. They can finally start undertaking and often do not have the time and means for a study.

It is high time that Western Europe tries to understand Eastern Europe more seriously, now that there are plans to expand the Western Economic Union and perhaps a few countries will be included in the NATO. On the other hand Eastern Europeans themselves should not always try to resist and that they can do better themselves anyway. They often think they know their own situation best. Eastern Europe should try to understand and accept that the only right system in the world, that guarantees everyone freedom, is the democratic and free-market system which has proved itself several decades. For instance in the Netherlands. This system works, and the people from Western economies often have gained a lot of experience. On the other hand socialism has not proved itself anywhere in the world, although this was being declared by ukase in the former socialist countries and in some countries still is.

"Communication is essential"

Western Europe with all its experience should very much consider the communication with Eastern Europe. Communication is essential. Right now it still seems very much like indoctrination: Western Europe very much starts from its own right, but the citizens from the former socialist countries will resist to every kind of indoctrination. They are fed up with other people's ideas, to be presented as the only right ideas. If there should be capitalism, it should be seized right from the start. Long-term internships from East in the West and West in the East. Only if one learns what if feels like to survive in a different society you can do good business. Only then you can really learn a lot as an Eastern European, because only then you understand for what purpose you learn. `Let's make things better', sounds a well-known slogan from Philips. This definitely counts for Eastern Europe. This way it will be the best to strive after a WIN-WIN situation, a term that can be heard in the West more often. And which is so splendid. That is where the challenge lies to develop a similar WIN-WIN relationship between Western and Eastern Europe as soon as possible. It would be to everyone's benefit. Which is definitely important to a Europe with open borders. And today the Eastern Europeans are taught about several characteristics of free market.

