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Romania’s opposition Social Democrats are besieged by allegations of corruption, but greed knows no party line. 
BUCHAREST, Romania | In these first weeks of 2006, three prominent Romanian politicians find themselves embroiled in legal issues that seem dire. But their predicaments are self-inflicted: Adrian Nastase, Dan Ioan Popescu, and George Copos could be the first in a series of top officials to be held responsible for abuse of power, if the allegations are proven. 

Adrian Nastase served as prime minister from 2000 to 2004 and is the current speaker of the lower house of parliament. He was the leader of the Social Democratic Party (PSD), now in opposition, until a few days ago, when he resigned his party position in the midst of a scandal provoked by a controversial inheritance received by his wife. 

Dan Ioan Popescu, currently a PSD parliamentarian and the leader of the party’s Bucharest branch, was industry and commerce minister in Nastase's cabinet. He will be tried by the High Court of Justice for his failure to explain the provenance of assets worth 1.25 million euros ($1.5 million). 

George Copos, a prosperous businessman and influential member of the Conservative Party (PC), is a deputy prime minister in the current center-right coalition government, which has ruled since December 2004. He is under investigation for a suspicious transaction between one of his companies and the National Lottery. 

ROMANIA’S MOST FAMOUS AUNT 

Nastase’s story is without a doubt the most interesting of the three. It broke when the former prime minister updated a legally required wealth-disclosure statement. The media were soon reporting that, according to the statement, the fortunes of Nastase’s wife, Dana, had grown by some 1 million euros when she inherited real estate, jewelry, art, and cash from her aunt, Tamara. (Under Romania’s disclosure rules, officials also have to declare their spouse’s finances.) 
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Tamara Cernasov, aged 95, left behind three apartments in Bucharest; a 2,500-square-meter real-estate plot valued at a quarter of a million euros; 40,000 euros in jewelry and precious metals; 85,000 euros in paintings, sculptures, and icons; and almost 242,000 euros in cash. 

It wasn’t long before journalists discovered that Aunt Tamara had lived a rather modest life in a small, one-room apartment. She began dealing in real estate only in 1998, when she was 88, and, according to her neighbors, was rarely seen outside her home. That’s when she bought the three apartments. 

One year later, Tamara Cernasov showed an unexpected ability to anticipate the real-estate boom that was about to occur in the area, along with a rare skill for negotiation. She managed to buy a 2,500-square-meter plot of land in Voluntari, a few kilometers outside Bucharest, for only $156, or 6 cents per square meter – about 250 times below the market price.

The piece of land she invested in was part of a much larger property – covering 85,000 square meters – bought a few months earlier by a taxi driver, Silviu Podolan, who had paid about 50 cents per square meter. This raised several interesting questions. 

Why would Podolan have sold a parcel of his land for almost 10 times less than what he paid for it? In one of his rare statements to the press, he told the daily ***Cotidianul,*** “I needed the money. I’m telling you, I didn’t know who the buyer was.” 

And where did Podolan get the $42,500 he originally invested? His answer – that he sold an apartment in Drumul Taberei, a working-class neighborhood of Bucharest – is unconvincing: at the time, he would only have received around $15,000 for such a property. 

Podolan lives in a rented flat, works as a driver, and is described by friends as poor. He says he sold all the land and lost the money gambling, but he is still listed as the landowner for the Voluntari plot (worth around 8 million euros today) in official records. 

Not surprisingly, accusations of corruption were soon flying. Nastase defended himself by explaining that Aunt Tamara had herself inherited numerous valuables from her parents, which she sold in 1998, reinvesting the money in real estate. 

Who bought Aunt Tamara’s jewelry and art? A certain Alexandru Bittner, a close friend of Nastase. Bittner owned a company that became the concessionary of a third of the Danube Delta, a UNESCO World Heritage site, during Nastase’s time in office, which led some journalists to suggest that the purchase was a disguised bribe to Nastase. 

Nastase called on prosecutors to investigate the inheritance scandal and clear his name. He has been interviewed once, but the investigation is only just underway. In the meantime, Nastase had to resign from his party post, though he refused to step down as speaker of the Chamber of Deputies. 

Nastase has been embroiled in numerous shady dealings in the past, often involving transactions with massively undervalued properties. And investigative reporters from the daily Evenimentul Zilei recently discovered that another of Dana’s aunts had begun investing in real estate at the age of 90. 

JUSTICE AND POLITICS 

Nastase is not the only PSD leader under investigation. Dan Ioan Popescu is being investigated for assets he declared under a recent regulation designed to increase transparency. According to the special commission working within the General Prosecutor’s Office, he cannot prove the origins of assets worth 4.6 million lei (1.25m euros). 

As a result, his ownership rights on 23 buildings and plots in Bucharest and the mountain resort of Azuga were frozen, and the High Court will hear Popescu’s case in the coming months. 

Popescu says the case is “100 percent political.” He offered to resign as Bucharest party chief but party officials asked him to stay on. 

If the ruling coalition was gleefully following the self-destruction of the PSD, which had largely governed Romania since 1989, it soon became apparent that greed has no party affiliation. 

Only a few days after the Popescu case, Deputy Prime Minister George Copos – a businessman whose fortune is estimated by the weekly Capital at 240 million euros – was placed under investigation on suspicion of fraud and tax evasion involving 1 million euros.

Alongside Copo, Nicolae Cristea, the general manager of the state-owned National Lottery, and Rosa Giulio Giuseppe, a business partner of Copos, are also under investigation. According to state prosecutors, the National Lottery bought several offices from one of Copos’ companies without a tender. Some of the spaces turned out to be inadequate for the lottery’s operations. 

Following the Nastase and Popescu example, Copos announced his willingness to step down from his position with the Conservative Party (PC), the smallest member of the ruling coalition, but was asked by party officials to remain in office pending an indictment. 

The Copos case is important because it undermines claims by Nastase and Popescu that their prosecution (or, in Nastase’s case, possible prosecution) is politically motivated, a point made by the veteran political analyst and author Silviu Brucan. 

But others believe the Copos case is insufficient proof for the impartiality of Romania’s judiciary since the PC and the two main members of the ruling coalition, gathered in the Truth and Justice alliance, have had a tense relationship from the get-go: the PC was indeed once a close ally of the PSD, but it betrayed its partner in order to gain power. 

HOW TO PLEASE THE EU 

The three cases prompted reactions from EU representatives that, on occasion, went beyond customary diplomatic constraint. 

Romania is slated to enter the EU together with neighboring Bulgaria on 1 January 2007, but a safeguard clause in their treaties of accession allows postponement by one year if they fail to meet required conditions. The issue of corruption will be a key factor in any decision about whether to activate the clause. 

Quinton Quayle, the United Kingdom’s ambassador to Romania, was quoted by the Mediafax wire service as saying, “How is it possible for politicians to be uncorrupt while their relatives become very rich without explanation?”

And the head of the European Commission’s delegation in Bucharest, Jonathan Scheele, seemed to doubt Romania’s resolve in tackling graft in an interview with the weekly Academia Catavencu. “There are corruption cases in all countries,” Scheele said. “The problem is how the system reacts. In many countries, the reaction is swift and those people are excluded from political life,” Scheele said, hinting that this may not be the case in Romania. 

IS THE PSD ABOUT TO IMPLODE? 

But for many Romanians, EU entry seems to take a back seat to the spectacle of the PSD reaching a breaking point. Alongside Nastase and Popescu, the party’s current chairman, Mircea Geoana, also looks vulnerable because his mother-in-law is under investigation for dubious deals. 

Political analyst Sebastian Lazaroiu told the daily Evenimentul Zilei that longtime Romanian president and PSD founder Ion Iliescu “is happy the party entered a crisis because he knows this will increase his influence. He knows this will create an apparent contrast between the corrupt top leaders of the party and him, who is ‘poor and honest.’ ” 

Indeed, some regional PSD leaders have already called for Iliescu’s return, while Iliescu himself has announced he would support any action within the party to root out corruption, or, as he phrased it, “those phenomena that constitute an obstacle to perceiving the PSD as an alternative to the current government.” 

But in the event of an extraordinary party congress to change the PSD leadership, Iliescu would not be the uncontested candidate for the top job. Competitors would likely include PSD Secretary General Miron Mitrea and the leader of the Transylvanian branches, Ioan Rus. 

As for Nastase, he may have reached the end of the road. 

Columnist Eliade Balan wrote in the daily Romania libera, “I’m afraid he’s living through his biggest drama of the last 15 years. The failure during the 2004 presidential elections was a piece of cake compared to today’s image crisis.” 

Ionut Popescu of Capital thinks that Nastase, “who seemed perfectly adapted to Romanian politics, might be pulverized by this scandal. Meanwhile, Aunt Tamara is wondering from [the] heavens what kind of storm started after her.”
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