Macedonia Ruling Party Tipped to Win Presidency
 It hasn’t even unveiled its nominee as yet but most experts believe VMRO DPMNE’s choice will win the race in March to become next head of state.
 By Sinisa-Jakov Marusic (Baklkan Insight)
While presidential elections have been set for March 22, only eight weeks away, none of Macedonia’s main parties has yet revealed a candidate. 
The starting date after which signatures can be collected on behalf of the presidential hopefuls was Monday. Candidates must collect 10,000 signatures over 15 days or obtain the support of 30 deputies in parliament to make their candidacy valid.
However, the only likelihood as yet is that the nominee of the centre-right VMRO DPMNE, the main party in government, will become the next head of state.
Nikola Gruevski, head of VMRO DPMNE and Prime Minister, has refused to disclose his preference, saying the decision is up to the party convention next week. “Anyone who wishes to apply may do so,” Gruevski told reporters recently.
But Georgi Ivanov, professor of political science at Skopje University, is seen as the man with the best chance of winning the endorsement, after gaining the support of many senior party officials. 
The deputy Prime Minister, Zoran Stavreski, the Foreign Minister, Antonio Milososki, and the Interior Minister, Gordana Jankulovska, have all signed his nomination.
Another would-be candidate is VMRO DPMNE veteran Ljube Boskoski. The former interior minister, recently acquitted of charges of war crimes at The Hague tribunal, notified the Prime Minister that he intended to run, with or without party backing.
The opposition camp has not revealed its ace, or aces, either. The outgoing president, Branko Crvenkovski, a long-standing leader of the Social Democrats, last year announced he would not be seeking a second term.
The charismatic Crvenkovski, seen by party stalwarts as an iconic figure, said it would be more challenging to confront Gruevski as opposition leader in parliament.
The Social Democrat-led bloc failed to win VMRO DPMNE’s support for an initiative to jointly nominate Srgjan Kerim, a prominent diplomat and former head of the UN General Assembly, as a bipartisan candidate.
VMRO DPMNE did not reply to the Social Democrats’ proposal by a Monday deadline and on Wednesday Kerim announced he would not run if only the opposition backed his candidacy.
The Social Democrats’ acting president, Zoran Zaev, said the party would now launch its own procedure for nominating a candidate. Two long-standing members, Nano Ruzin and Ilinka Mitreva, both ex-diplomats, were mentioned as possible candidates.
Gordan Georgiev, a political analyst from the local Forum Centre think tank, said support from the party, not individual qualities, would be the decisive factor. 
“Whosoever VMRO DPMNE nominates will win if he gains support from the Albanian voters,” he predicted, referring to the country’s big Albanian minority and to recent polls showing strong support for VMRO DPMNE and Gruevski. 
The two main Albanian parties in Macedonia, the Democratic Union for Integration, DUI, which is in government, and the opposition Democratic Party of Albanians, DPA, have both said they may well endorse other runners instead of their own members.
“The dominant opinion in the party is that we should endorse the presidential candidate of our coalition partner [VMRO DPMNE ],” the DUI vice-president, Teuta Arifi, told the newspaper Utrinski Vesnik.
Speaking to Albanian-language Alsat TV, the DUI leader, Ali Ahmeti, revealed that he was negotiating with Gruevski over the terms of his party’s support for the VMRO DPMNE candidate. 
The stated condition was that both parties would endorse an ethnic Albanian presidential candidate in 2014.
Hasan Yasari, a political analyst, said it was too early to talk about 2014, however. “It’s a good idea for a discussion but this should not be a precondition,” he said. 
Yasari urged Albanian leaders in Macedonia to come up instead with smaller but more practical conditions, concerning the inclusion of more Albanians in the next presidential cabinet, for example.
The DPA also looks unlikely to run its own candidate. “The central presidency … unanimously decided not to launch its own candidate in the forthcoming presidential elections,” a DPA spokesman, Adriatik Imeri, told A1 TV on Saturday. 
“Of course, the party president has the right to decide on this at the last moment,” he added. The DPA leader, Menduh Thaci, on Tuesday confined himself to hints that “the independent candidates will be interesting”. 
That leaves Imer Selmani, a former health minister in Gruevski’s government, now in opposition, as the only ethnic Albanian likely to run for president, as nominee of his own New Democracy party. 
Ethnic Albanians make up about a quarter of the population and their votes have been decisive. The support of the DPA in the second round proved crucial for the late Boris Trajkovski, when he won in 1999 as candidate of VMRO DPMNE. 
In the last election, in 2004, Crvenkovski won partly thanks to the support of the DUI, then the Social Democrats’ coalition partner.
Three other candidates have also declared their willingness to run. One is George Atanasovski of the small right-wing Macedonian Alliance. 
Another small party, PODEM, has nominated Blagoja Markovski, a former military official who attracted notice as security forces spokesman during the brief ethnic Albanian insurgency in 2001.
Slagjana Taseva, head of an NGO called “Transparency - Zero Corruption” and a former head of the police academy, revealed her candidacy on Tuesday, though no party is yet standing behind her.
A recent poll conducted last month by the International Republican Institute, IRI, showed Kerim enjoying most support, with 47 per cent of those polled saying they would vote for him. Boskoski came second on 41 per cent.
Georgiev said no independent candidate stood much chance against the party machines. “In [these] conditions… it is practically impossible for an independent candidate to win, based on his own integrity and personality,” he said.
Ivanov was not mentioned in the IRI poll as his name appeared only recently in the race. However, Georgiev said this newcomer had the most suitable profile as the ruling party’s nominee.
“VMRO DPMNE seeks a candidate who will in no way disrupt Gruevski,” he said. “He should have a low profile and serve as a mere ideological cover for the rule of VMRO DPMNE.”
If Macedonia is forced to make hard and unpopular decisions, such as changing its name in order to remove the Greek veto on its NATO membership, the future president should serve as a sacrificial lamb and take the responsibility off the Prime Minister in the eyes of the public, Georgiev added.
Georgiev noted that the constitution gave the president far less power than the prime minister in any case. “It has its weight, of course, but that is not the point, as the ruling party sees it [the post] only as a means to grab complete power.” 
The key challenge facing the future president is to deal with foreign policy and send the right messages abroad, a task gaining in importance as the country’s NATO and EU efforts stall over the Greek blockade.
In that regard, Georgiev says maintaining good relations with the new US administration of Barack Obama will be of particular importance. 
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