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Comment - The self-interest that drove the ‘no’ vote 
By Loucas Charalambous

(Sunday, April 24, 2005) 


‘A man will fight harder for his interests than for his rights’ – Napoleon Bonaparte

 

WE HAVE completed a year since the referendum today. In this period I have tried to collect as much information about the motives which led three quarters of the Greek Cypriots to reject the settlement. The data is very revealing indeed and is more than enough for anyone to reach very sound conclusions.

The most interesting conclusion is that those who rejected the settlement were from a variety of groups of the population and did not vote according to their traditional political preferences. Each group had completely different motives for voting negatively. Those who voted ‘no’ could be separated into five main categories: the self-interested, the terrified, the carried away, the patriots and the pseudo-patriots.


There is not enough space for a detailed analysis of all these categories. I will therefore confine myself to looking at the first category, with the promise of dealing with the others in future columns. After all, the ‘self-interested’ category is by far the biggest. I have labelled them thus, because their rejection of the settlement was based on the belief that it would affect their financial/business/professional interests. In reality, apart from a few exceptions, this fear was misplaced. How and by whom this fear was spread is another story.

 

The self-interested fall into the following categories: 

 

1. The clergy (bishops, monks, priests) and their dependents. They were afraid of a fall in the value of the Church’s huge real estate holdings and of adverse effects on its business enterprises.

 

2. Rich businessmen – industrialists, importers, hoteliers, travel agents and all those in the tourists industry. The irrational fear which determined their decision was that the opening of northern Cyprus would reduce business and consequently their profits. An example of this was the drinks manufacturer who generously funded the ‘no’ campaign, because he was afraid that with a settlement his products would face strong competition from a Turkish drink.

3. Landowners and developers, especially in areas in which land prices had soared in the last few years – like the Church; they were terrified that the value of their real estate would fall.

 

4. Refugees and non-refugees who are exploiting Turkish Cypriot properties in the south, as well as refugees who do not want to lose the benefits that their status gives them. There are many such cases and here are two: A refugee from a big village that was to be returned in the first phase of the implementation of the Annan plan, took a leading part in the ‘no’ campaign because he is exploiting a Turkish Cypriot property in Ayios Theodoros, worth £5 million. Another refugee from a village that would have been returned in the first phase, voted against the peace plan, because with a settlement his children would have lost the £40,000 housing benefit they were entitled to as refugees.

 

5. National Guard personnel and civil servants, who were afraid they would lose their jobs or see their careers adversely affected in the event of a settlement. The existence of a large number of overpaid National Guard staff is the crime of the Vassiliou and Clerides governments, as they created a military establishment in Cyprus. I had predicted a while ago that, one day, they would constitute an obstacle to a settlement.


6. Politicians and political opportunists who were terrified of losing the post they held or the one they hoped to get. Power-sharing with the Turkish Cypriots had to be avoided at all costs as the number of high ranking posts would have been reduced, as would their opportunities for advancement.

It could be said that the most convincing, general explanation for the rejection of the settlement is one that I share – the Greek Cypriots, in their majority, are content with partition. They are not bothered by the occupation or the presence of the Turkish army, the possible, negative consequences of which, as politically immature individuals, they ignore.

 

They are not interested in Kyrenia, Famagusta or the Karpass. As new Sybarites, they are afraid that they might lose what they have – their luxury homes, their Mercedes and BMWs, their cash and their big meals. Strange as it may seem, 30 years after the invasion, the people who have adapted more to the consequences of the invasion are the Greek Cypriots, not the Turkish Cypriots. 
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