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In politics there is often a fine line, as Czech Prime Minister Petr Necas has found out this week, between business-as-usual and a political car crash.  Necas was forced to resign on Monday 17th June following a rather messy - and, indeed, at times rather racy - scandal involving his closest colleague, Jana Nagyova.  Whilst Ms Nagyova remains in custody for alleged abuse of office, Mr Necas stands accused of, amongst other things, being party to deals that saw three Civic Democratic MPs given high profile public sector jobs.  No matter whether these amount to criminal offences or not, Mr Necas’s career appears to be all but over.
Although the details of the case are at times rather Byzantine, the essence of the appointments issue is actually rather straightforward. If a Czech Prime Minister is now no longer allowed to appoint (friendly or less friendly) people to public sector positions, then a lot of Czech politicians will be sleeping less easily this week.  For many, this is quite simply one part of how Czech politics functions (or functioned, at least). It was a part of the political process.  If you abolish the right of Czech politicians to make appointments such as these then, so they argue, you are effectively trying to abolish politics itself, and much of what passes as normal in Prague will now be well and truly out of bounds. 
Attempts by politicians to manipulate appointments processes are, of course, not new and not restricted to the Czech Republic.  Whilst the behaviour of Mr Necas and particularly Ms Nagoya is easy to condemn, in politics it is not always straightforward to decipher what is fair, appropriate and legitimate, and where the line of acceptability really does lie.  Indeed, one can draw very clear parallels between the case of Mr Necas and that of Nick Greiner, former head of the Australian state of New South Wales.  Like Mr Necas, Mr Greiner’s party had been elected on an anti-corruption ticket.  In 1992 he was also accused of removing a troublesome MP, on this occasion by appointing him head of a new, prestigious Environmental Protection Agency.  The state anti-corruption agency (ICAC) ruled the appointment an act of corruption, and Greiner ultimately resigned.  Greiner, like Necas, believed he had every right to appoint the head of this new body and therefore had done nothing wrong.  He subsequently fought the decision through the courts.  Successful though his appeal ultimately was (if largely on the basis of technicalities), the ICAC had set the tone.  Appointments in New South Wales needed to be made in a way that had much less to do with political expediency and much more to do with merit.  Mr Greiner may have technically won the battle but he certainly lost the war.  
When both Mr Greiner and Mr Necas defend their behaviour as simply being the way politics works then they well and truly miss the point; if decisions made by public officials are influenced by anything other than merit, then the wider world certainly has a right to know.  Being anything less than totally transparent about the true reasons for a particular appointment illustrate nothing more than a (perhaps deliberate) misunderstanding of how democracy really should work.  The point that public servants need to remember is something that you could call the SME test; are you happy for what you do to be reported in public by newspapers such as this one?  Are you confident that you have abided by the laws, rules, regulations and codes that shape political life?  Would you be happy reading about how your decision was made in the pages of the SME?  If the answer is “yes”, then you have nothing to worry about.  If, as Petr Necas and his associates are discovering, you are unhappy at having to discuss the details of how, when and under what circumstances someone got a job, then that alone should tell you something.

