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Democracy  Wins  at  the  Hindiya  Club 
(op-ed - 820 words – photos of election day available on request) 

Tuesday, April 6 - Founded in 1949 in Baghdad, Iraq with several thousand families currently as members, the Hindiya Club is a social organization primarily for Syrian Catholics though open to all religions.  The club’s community center provides a safe and comfortable place for families to participate in social activities, and includes a multifunction room, a nicely manicured grass lawn which is a rarity in Baghdad’s hot, dry desert climate, as well as a playground, picnic area and parking lot.  The Club also fosters a number of community organizations, including youth and charitable groups.   

Hindiya’s governing board for many years had been largely self-perpetuating, naming candidates for election with little input or challenge from the general membership.  However, in the difficult months after the war in 2003, a conflict developed between two factions of club members.  Each charged that the other was using the club as a platform for its own political activities, and that the fraternal and family activity nature of the club was being degraded.  

Baghdad Central (BC), an entity within the Coalition Provisional Authority tasked with building democratic institutions in Baghdad City and Province, was contacted by the Club in late 2003.  It was asked to mediate the dispute and help the club to carry out a fair and democratic election.  
After meeting with members and looking into the matter, BC approached the Archbishop of the Syrian Catholic Church, His Excellency Matti Shaba Matoka.  The Archbishop’s reputation for fairness and concern for the welfare of the club was recognized by both sides.  He selected and convened an Elections Preparatory Committee of eight long-term club members who were approved by both factions, and they began assembling a process for new elections to take place by March of 2004.     
BC worked with the Elections Committee each step of the way, providing suggestions on eligibility for voting, qualification requirements for candidates, notifying club members through the media and announcements in churches and other group venues, preparing candidate and voter lists and ballots, arranging security with local police for election day and validating the election results.  This was a tall order in a country with virtually no democratic tradition.     
On election day, the Club was a flurry of activity as members flowed in to vote.  Many members took the afternoon off to talk with others as they arrived to vote, and then await the results.  Many parents handed their ballots to their children, and had them place the folded paper in the ballot box as a demonstration of their commitment to establishing a tradition of democracy (photos available).  

There were seventeen members running for the Club’s seven person governing board, the largest candidate list that anyone could remember.  Turnout was many times greater than any of the previous elections.  Each secret ballot was read aloud individually, and the counting took several hours.  As the ballots were read off and the tallies piled up, it became clear that regardless of who finished with the most votes, the real victor was the democratic process.    
However, club members have spent little time savoring their accomplishment, and are busy looking to the future.   
At an early April club reception, Hindiya board chairman Wathiq Hindo was gushing about his plans to expand the club’s sevices over the next year.  “First, an internet center.  The businessmen can use it, and we will have classes to teach the wives how to as well.  Then a library.  We will have books and magazines on health and current affairs and novels in both Arabic and English.  Also, lectures.  We will bring in foreigners, religious leaders, people with different ideas so we will hear all points of view.  And a travel club, so members can get better prices with group rates.  Perhaps we will have a swimming pool as well, in the back yard.” 

With the new board in place, Elections Committee chairman Rifat Allah Werdy is looking toward his next project – gaining a scholarship for his son, Ramy, to attend college.  “When I graduated from the University of Baghdad in 1974, Iraq had top quality engineering  schools.  But under Saddam, the schools did not keep up with modern advances.  Ramy needs to leave the country to learn engineering and then return here to apply his knowledge.”   

Father Denis Como is a Jesuit from Boston who taught school in Baghdad from 1960 to 1968, when Saddam’s Ba’athist Party forced him to leave the country.  He exhorted the younger club members to restore the quality of the college prep schools which existed years ago.  “The old people like me will not be around much longer to lecture you about how it used to be, so listen now.  Get the schools back, do this for your children, you can do it, it is up to you.”    

Despite their country’s present troubles, more and more Iraqis are successfully taking up the challenge of building open, democratic institutions after decades of repression.   
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