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Summary

After a hotly disputed presidential election in February 2008, Armenia remains plagued by an unresolved
post-election crisis marked by lingering instability and pronounced political polarization. The underlying
tension in the country stems from the impact of last year’s post-election crisis, which ended in a violent
confrontation between the Armenian authorities and the opposition on 1 March 2008. In the wake of the
Armenian authorities’ failure to resolve the deeper political problems fuelling the crisis, however, a broader
trend of political polarization has only deepened in recent months.

Moreover, the Armenian authorities remain unable or unwilling to overcome the crisis, which has resulted in
rising unpopularity and the general perception that the government lacks legitimacy and suffers from a
“crisis of confidence” that imposes new constraints on its political capital and weakens its capacity to
implement its reform program. Against this backdrop of a political “stalemate,” the country also faces a new
set of challenges related to the impact of the global economic crisis, which has sharply reduced the influx of
remittances, or money from Armenians working abroad, and has resulted in new pressure on the state
budget, exacerbating already pronounced disparities in wealth and income.

In the wake of the 2008 post-election crisis, Armenia faced another important political test with a local
election in late May 2009. More specifically, a municipal election for the leadership of the capital Yerevan
on 31 May 2009 presented the first open political contest between the authorities and the opposition since
the onset of the crisis. But as the authorities held an overwhelming advantage in the resources of
incumbency, the burden for political change during this local election was largely on the country’s
opposition, which was unable to mount an effective challenge. In this way, this local election was not simply
about control of the capital, but stood as a new crucial test of democracy in Armenia. Yet with the election
of a slate of candidates backed by the ruling coalition, the opposition failed to defeat the authorities at the
polls. Opposition leaders also missed an additional chance to enter the political system by refusing to accept
the few seats on the city council that they won in the election.



Political Overview

Local Elections

As Armenian politics became increasingly polarized and tense through 2008 and into 2009, the country’s
unresolved confrontation between the authorities and the opposition came to a head in late May 2009,
triggered by an important local election. The 31 May 2009 municipal election for the Armenian capital
Yerevan was the first significant contest since the disputed February 2008 presidential election. The
election was also a key test for the unified opposition, united in an umbrella group called the Armenian
National Congress, a coalition of some 18 political parties and groups led by former President Levon Ter-
Petrosian.

The Yerevan election allowed voters to directly elect some 65 political party-affiliated aldermen, or “Council
of Elders,” to govern the capital. Although six political parties and one political bloc were contesting the
election for the municipal assembly, the opposition viewed it as a new opportunity to directly challenge the
authorities before the Armenian electorate. With over 1 million residents, the Armenian capital is home to
nearly one-half of the roughly 2.3 million total population of the country, making the position of Yerevan
mayor inherently powerful, especially as it is also endowed with a broad network of patronage positions.
The position of Yerevan mayor is also one of the country’s most visible political offices, serving as an
important springboard to higher office.

The Pre-Election Mood

Reflecting the unresolved political tension and sharp polarization in the country, the pre-election mood
remained tense and prone to sporadic incidents of politically-related violence and intimidation. The
increased occurrence and severity of such acts of violence stem from an overall “climate of impunity” that is
reinforced by the public perception of an “arrogance of power” among the authorities. And with an already
apparent “crisis of confidence” in the state and its institutions, the general public held little trust in the
authorities’ capacity or willingness to ensure a free and fair election. Moreover, in the wake of the violence
of the March 2008 confrontation, the lack of any real accountability for the abuses and excessive force by
the police and security forces only exacerbated a climate of fear among the public.

An “Atmosphere of Fear”

In light of a pronounced “atmosphere of fear”, which has also tended to inhibit any vocal or visible support
for the opposition, there were generally low expectations that the 31 May election would represent or



reflect any significant progress over past elections. In fact, the pre-election atmosphere of fear and
intimidation only worsened in the months leading up to the May 2009 elections, and the police response to
opposition supporters and activists was marked by a pattern of excessive displays of force and occasional
abuse by police officers.

An Unlevel Playing Field

In addition, another inherent problem during the pre-election period was the lack of a balanced “playing
field” for the candidates. And as with most elections in Armenia, the powerful advantage inherent in the
“administrative resources” of incumbency posed a formidable challenge to any opposing candidate or party.
The use of such administrative resources, such as pressuring civil servants, teachers and officials to support
the authorities’ preferred candidate, evolved into a more sophisticated strategy, including the use of police
to block or impede travel into Yerevan during elections or opposition rallies, with highways closed and mass
transportation often inexplicably unavailable. At the same time, the authorities were adept at organizing
their own free public transportation for their voters, reflecting the inappropriate use of state resources for
their own “get out the vote” effort during elections.

Local Elections, National Issues

On a broader level, the election campaign was defined by an oddly contradictory stress on national issues for
a local election, offering a novel campaign featuring odd and often inappropriate political platforms, as most
candidates were more accustomed to stressing national issues than to appealing to local Yerevan concerns.
For Yerevan voters, such local campaigning was a first, given the fact that the mayor of the capital has long
been a position personally appointed by the country’s president. Most notably, the opposition crafted a
message that sought to draw voters into a broader struggle, vowing to use the municipal election as a
“second round” of last year’s presidential election. Although such a strategy of transforming the contest
into a vote of confidence in the authorities reflected the fact that the election presents the first political
battle between the government and opposition, it was a gamble to rely on the electorate’s willingness to
forego more local concerns in favor of revisiting the post-election confrontation of 2008.

Election Outcome & Implications

According to the official election results released by the Central Election Commission (CEC), the ruling
Republican Party won 47.4 percent of the vote, enough to re-install its top candidate, Gagik Beglarian, as
Yerevan mayor. The Prosperous Armenia Party (BHK), one of the two junior partners in the ruling coalition,
came in a distant second with 22.7 percent, followed by the opposition Armenian National Congress, which
the official vote results showed getting 17.4 percent of the vote, well below most expectations. With the
threshold for representation of single parties set at 7 percent, neither the Orinats Yerkir (Country of Law)
party, the third party represented in the pro-government coalition, or the Armenian Revolutionary
Federation (ARF or Dashnakstutiun) that was also part of the governing coalition until April 2009, was able to
garner any seats in the new municipal government.
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Thus, the election of the pro-government candidate ensured control of the municipal government of the
capital, a significant power base given its role as the center of all political and economic power in the
country. Further, the position of the Yerevan mayor is also one of the country’s most visible political
positions, potentially serving as an important springboard to higher office, and is inherently powerful due to
its direct management of a broad network of patronage positions.

The authorities’ hold over the municipal government was only further enhanced by the opposition refusal to
fill the seats that it secured in the city government. In fact, the decision by the opposition Armenian
National Congress to refuse its 13 seats in the 65-seat municipal government did more to damage the
standing and reputation of the opposition coalition than to inflict any real harm on the government. The
decision reflected the opposition’s consistent strategy to withhold “legitimacy” from the authorities by
refusing any offer of participation state bodies until all opposition activists and supporters were freed from



custody. But the public perception of this strategy was quite different, as many saw this as a rather
stubborn stance that ignored the possibility for national dialogue or reconciliation.

Thus, the local election represented more than simply a last-chance for the Armenian opposition to pose a
direct electoral challenge to the authorities, but also demonstrated the decline in popular support and
political momentum that stems from the opposition’s lack of a coherent or effective strategy in moving
beyond the parameters of the country’s post-election crisis.

Lessons Learned

1. Election Flaws

Despite the obvious improvement in replacing the previous system of presidentially-appointed mayors, the
proportional nature of the municipal election relied on an inappropriate party-based system of choosing and
fielding candidates. The local nature of the election questioned the relevance and value of relying on such a
proportional system, especially given the poor state of political parties and history of electoral irregularities
in past elections. In addition, despite reforms adopted with the 2005 constitutional amendments, the
mayoral post was still subject to an overly complicated indirect election by the city council.

2. Journalism as Armenia’s Most Dangerous Profession

Although not apparently directly related to the politically-inspired violence, there has also been a renewed
trend of violence and assaults against journalists in Armenia. For Armenian journalists, who have been
subject to several periods of harassment, intimidation and physical attacks for several years, this latest trend
of assaults have tended to make journalism one of the most dangerous professions in Armenia. Such an
atmosphere of intimidation and outright attacks have fostered a degree of “self-censorship”, whereby
journalism has become especially dangerous and inhibited by the threat of coercion and abuse.

3. Divisions within the Ranks & Campaign Violence

Significantly, there was an unprecedented degree of internal division within the pro-government coalition,
as each of the four parties put forth their own party list of candidates. In addition to this split, there were
also signs of a much deeper and more serious division within the dominant Republican Party, threatening to
usher in broader shifts in the Armenian political landscape. In addition, partly reflecting the trend of political
violence that marred the pre-election period, the formal campaign season was similarly disrupted by a series
of violent clashes. Unlike the earlier clashes between the police and the opposition, however, this
campaign-related violence was limited to factions within the pro-government camp itself, with violent
clashes between young activists and supporters over the rival candidates from the Republican and
Prosperous Armenia parties.
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An Unresolved Crisis

A general amnesty, initiated by President Serzh Sarkisian, was publicly disclosed in mid-June after a key
parliamentary committee gave its approval of the bill and then the full parliament adopted it. The new
amnesty applied to the opposition activists and supporters arrested and later convicted for assorted crimes
in connection with the post-election unrest in 2008. But for those receiving sentences exceeding three years,
the amnesty did not apply, leading to a general perception that the amnesty was both too little and too late
to sincerely address or resolve the lingering domestic crisis. Nevertheless, the release of many key activists
and supporters did provide a new sense of energy to the opposition, which mobilized to stage a new wave of
demonstrations and public rallies. Even with that boost, the momentum proved temporary, however, as the
lack of new tactics or clear strategy hampered efforts to build wider public support or appeal. But at the
same time, the crisis remains unresolved in even the most basic sense, as the authorities even refused to
proceed with a formal investigation into the evens of March 2008 that the government itself first initiated.
More specifically, in a surprise move in June 2009, the authorities actually disbanded the committee that
was empowered to conduct the formal inquiry, effectively dashing hopes for any sort of official investigation
into the post-election clashes that left ten dead and many more wounded.

Broader Trends within a Legacy of Discontent

Despite the tragedy of the violence of the March 2008 post-election clashes, the crisis still exerts a profound
impact on Armenia, for two fundamental reasons: the fact that the political reality in the country has
changed irrevocably and due to the reality that the government is less popular, more distrusted and
endowed with less legitimacy than any previous government. After March 2008, it is has become clear that
there is no possibility for returning to the pre-election status quo. The new political reality has moved well
beyond the confines of the closed political system, making the parliament and most political institutions
much less relevant, as they no longer reflect the country’s new political landscape. This altered political
reality is also matched by the fact that the post-election crisis denied the government any viable claim of a
mandate to govern.

A “Crisis of Confidence”

It is also clear that the Armenian government has inherited a dangerous legacy of distrust and discontent,
reflecting a crisis of confidence that has eroded trust and confidence in the government. Even more
troubling, unmet and unrelenting public demands for change pose new challenges. Ironically, for much of
the last decade, the population seems to have grown accustomed to flawed elections, economic inequality
and democratic deficiencies, becoming increasingly disengaged from politics and seemingly content with a
state of apathy and resignation.

Much of this apathy was driven by the promise of a more prosperous future, as well as by a tendency for
passive conformity over political confrontation, where the dominant desire was to profit from the corrupt
system, not to change it. More recently, however, it became increasingly clear to much of the population
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that the mirage of prosperity and profit was limited to a small and corrupt elite. But with the sudden surge
of political protests in March 2008, Armenian society has undergone a vibrant reawakening that has helped
to overturn previous norms.

A Lingering Political Crisis

In the face of a reawakening of the population from the slumber of apathy to voice fresh and strident
demands for change, the government has reacted by resorting to a defensive posture that sees dissent as a
direct threat to the power and authority of the state, rather than as welcome characteristic of a healthy
democracy. Within such a closed political system, there is no mechanism for expressing political discontent,
thereby naturally fuelling underlying tension and divisions.

A second related factor tending to reinforce a lingering political crisis is an economic undercurrent of
discontent. Such socio-economic pressure is only increasing, especially as the Armenian authorities are now
facing the onset of the effects from the global financial and economic crisis. And although the record of
economic reform in recent years has been fairly impressive, it is not enough to save the situation, as one of
the more negative aspects of Armenia’s economic reality is the “paradox” of economic growth, whereby
several years of double-digit economic growth have resulted in an uneven or partial sharing of wealth and
higher living standards among the overall population. Moreover, widening disparities in wealth and income
have only broadened an already serious socio-economic divide.

There is also a geographic aspect of this socioeconomic divide, along urban-rural lines and marked by an
over-concentration of economic activity and opportunity in urban centres. This division has fostered more
pronounced regional and rural income inequalities and has been exacerbated by a wide variance in quality
and access of essential public services such as health, education and other social services. The
infrastructural divide has also encouraged greater migration to urban capitals from the country’s outlying
rural areas. This geographic rural-urban divide is also reflected in the course of political development and
democratization, as power is overwhelmingly concentrated in the capital.

But the government’s traditional reliance on a record of statistical economic growth as a source for
legitimacy, both externally and domestically, seems to be running short of utility. Crippled by a lack of
popular support and hindered by a record of tainted elections, the Armenian authorities have used
economic growth to obscure its lack of a mandate to govern. But the combination of structural fragility,
entrenched corruption and incomplete reform now poses a threat to the economic system itself, questioning
whether the government can sustain itself despite its lack of legitimacy and an absence of any real popular
mandate. This not only calls into question the authority of the state, but also seriously erodes the
government's capacity to implement the difficult policies needed to satisfy mounting demands for change
and expectations for reform. Thus, as the political crisis remains far from resolved and is likely only to
continue, there is still a very real chance for a potentially unprecedented period of change, as the pressure
for systemic reform mounts.

The broader outlook for Armenian politics is somewhat more complicated, and somewhat more
encouraging, however. In the event of a dramatic external development, in either foreign policy, such as a
breakthrough in Armenian-Turkish relations over the unresolved Nagorno-Karabagh conflict, or in
economics, in terms of further socioeconomic instability, there is a strong chance to redefine the political
discourse and redraw the political parameters. Only then can the opposition hope to leverage the resulting
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activism and engagement of the general population. And an additional hopeful sign is the fact that much of
the Armenian population is no longer content with the apathy and political disengagement that has marked
the past several years of political life in Armenia. But the burden is as much on the opposition to adopt and
adapt a new strategy as it is on the government to respond to these likely crises and challenges.

Armenian-Turkish Diplomacy: The Promise of a Foreign Policy
Success

The historic visit of the Turkish president to Armenia in September 2008 marked a significant turning point in
Armenian-Turkish relations. Clearly, as the first-ever visit of a Turkish head of state to Armenia, Turkish
President Gul’s visit to Armenia was an important step success for Armenian diplomacy and foreign policy.
The timing of the visit and the apparent sudden breakthrough in Armenian-Turkish relations stems from four
important factors. First, it reflects the fact that Turkey is now struggling with its deepest degree of change in
decades, with a profound re-examination of the very tenets of its national identity, driven by a combination
of internal reforms and external challenges. And most recently, there has been an equally significant
strategic reorientation involving Turkey’s role within the region and its future position in a broader
international context.

The depth and degree of change and redefinition in Turkey is also matched by a second factor from the
Armenian side, as the Armenian government seems ever more desperate for a foreign policy success, in
order to both distract scrutiny away from its domestic deficiencies and to provide it with a grater degree of
much-needed political legitimacy.

The third factor driving the breakthrough in Armenian-Turkish relations is rooted in recent shifts in the
regional landscape. More specifically, Armenian-Turkish was only accelerated by the August 2008 war in
Georgia, which not only demonstrated the need for real security and stability, but also affirmed the limits of
Turkish policy in the region. A fourth key factor bolstering this new diplomatic opening, however, was
Russia’s support for such a breakthrough between Armenia and Turkey. More specifically, Russian policy has
long been opposed to any significant improvement in relations between Armenia and Turkey and the closed
border was seen as a helpful way to maintaining Russian dominance over Armenia, as demonstrated by the
continued presence of a Russian military base and Russian border guards policing Armenia’s borders, as well
as its economic dominance over the Armenian economy. A more supportive Russian policy toward a
possible Armenian-Turkish rapprochement also stems from Moscow’s strategic goal to more completely
isolate, marginalize and surround Georgia.

More recently, the August 2009 announcement of a new set of diplomatic protocols guiding the
normalization process demonstrates that both sides are now poised to conclude an agreement to open their
border, establish diplomatic relations and form a new “bilateral commission” to develop bilateral relations,
including the contentious Armenian genocide issue. Although the agreement follows months of Swiss-
mediated secret diplomacy, this period may pose one of the most difficult tests for both countries. Thus, if
both sides can survive the immediate political challenges, it seems likely that both Turkey and Armenia have
a real chance to surmount their differences. Yet such a bold move also requires a sense of political will and
statesmanship by both Turkey and Armenia.
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As part of the European Partnership for Democracyd s s er i es of Wor ki
assistance, Richard Giragosian and Marine Manucharyan report on the state of political affairs in
the Republic of Armenia after the local elections for the city of Yerevan held in May 2009. The
report shows that the Armenian society remains polarised after contested parliamentary elections
of last year which were followed by demonstrations and violently suppressed leaving at least 10
people dead. The Armenian government handles the political and economic crisis with even
more oppression and intimidation of anyone in disagreement. Last part of the report explains the
current development in Turkey-Armenia relations which are going through unprecedented
period of thawing.
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