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Editor’s Note
This issue of Caucasus International is devoted to the elections 
held over the past year in the Eurasia region. This year has also 
seen a number of important elections beyond this geography, 
from Budapest to Baghdad, from Afghanistan to Turkey, all of 
which are likely to have wider impacts on global security and 
economic growth.

There are long running debates over whether the newly indepen-
dent Republics in Eurasia – often branded the ‘Former Soviet 
Republics’ – have the political will and/or the capacity to conduct 
elections in a manner that sustains and consolidates their respec-
tive state-building processes. The two decades since the dissolu-
tion of the Soviet Union has demonstrated both successes and 
failures. We have witnessed the color revolutions, where elec-
toral fraud triggered public protests and political transitions. It is 
sometimes difficult in this region to accept Abraham Lincoln’s 
saying that ‘the ballot is the stronger than the bullet’, when real-
ity might be war, electoral fraud, and external intervention.

Thus, in the ‘election’ – ‘revolutions’ discourse, as Isaiah Berlin 
observed, ‘[each] revolution had been cursed and blessed, but the 
results seemed equally remote from the darkest forebodings of its 
victims and the brightest hopes of its leaders.’1 Berlin’s explana-
tion provides a useful way for us to think critically about Eurasia’ 
revolutions, particularly in light of the recent developments in 
Ukraine, following the Euromaidan protest. Berlin suggests that 
‘the makers of the revolution found themselves, in each case, 
swept on by the forces which they had released in a direction 
which they had scarcely anticipated’. But even in successful rev-
olutions, or the evolutions that take place through each election, 
those nations are trying to become more democratic. However, 
the ‘big politics’ of the region have retained their influence, re-
gardless of individual national struggles. In the last three months, 
we have seen how the declaration by the Ukrainian public of their 
European orientation confronted Russia’s hard line politics. Rus-
sia’s intervention into Ukraine’s domestic affairs, of course, has 
escalated- notably with the thuggish tactics of Moscow in seizing 
Crimea, a part of Ukraine. This kind of imperialist tactic suggests 
a 19th century game being played out in a 21st century context.

1 Isaiah Berlin, The Sense of Reality: Studies in Ideas and their History (Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 
New York, 1996). p.29.
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Taking into account these developments, it is crucial to take a 
look at last year’s presidential elections in the three South Cau-
casus countries, as well as neighboring Iran, in order to assess the 
current and future impacts of the results. 

In relation to this thought, it is helpful to look not only at the 
election experiences of the South Caucasus countries, but also 
at states with a similar communist past, specifically the Bal-
kan countries. Dr. Othon Anastasakis, Director of the European 
Studies Centre and Director of South East European Studies at 
Oxford (SEESOX) at St. Antony’s College, Oxford, shares his 
views on electoral politics in the Balkan states with their mixture 
of internal constraints and external agenda setting. In identifying 
the pattern of development of these states, the author argues that 
despite some “pockets” of electoral instability and uncertainty, 
all the Balkan states have now become consolidated electoral de-
mocracies with largely fair practices and with decreasing levels 
of fraud or violence, and an established culture of power sharing 
and coalition building.

Complementing this wider perspective, Eugene Chausovksy, the 
Eurasia Analyst at STRATFOR (Austin, Texas), provides a real-
istic assessment of the South Caucasus’ presidential elections in 
2013. According to Chausovksy, the presidential elections in the 
South Caucasus countries were important in terms of the politi-
cal change – or continuity – that they reinforced. Nonetheless, 
he argues, the driving force in the region in terms of its political, 
economic, and security evolution remains Russia’s resurgence 
in the Caucasus, Turkey’s renewed focus on becoming an active 
regional player, and the potential implications of negotiations be-
tween the U.S. and Iran.

The first of the three presidential elections was held in Armenia, 
in February 2013. Armenian expert, Armen Grigoryan, analyz-
es the pre-election periods in Armenia in February 2013 and in 
Georgia in October 2013. The author further provides a detailed 
account of the developments in Armenia following the presi-
dential elections. The one-year post-election period following 
the elections has already given rise to some specific outcomes, 
with both domestic and international implications. The various 
dimensions of the Georgian presidential elections are analyzed 
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by other authors, including an eyewitness account from Matteo 
Mecacci, the Head of the OSCE/ODIHR Observation Mission 
for the presidential election in Georgia, who shares some reflec-
tions on the trajectory of Georgia’s political development.

The October 2013 Georgian election brought an end to the 
presidency of Mikheil Saakashvili, the hero of the 2003 Rose 
Revolution. The winner of the 2012 parliamentary elections, the 
candidate of the Georgian Dream, Giorgi Margvelashvili con-
solidated the coalition’s power in Georgia. With the end of the 
Saakashvili era, the success of his government’s anti-corruption 
and pro-democratic strategies are being evaluated. Alexandre 
Kukhianidze, a Professor at Tbilisi State University, examines 
corruption and crime in Georgia before and after the Presidential 
election. Kukhianidze believes that the parliamentary elections 
of 2012 and the presidential elections of 2013 improved the situ-
ation, though it is still not clear whether Georgia has gained a 
democratic government.

Azerbaijan’s Presidential election in October 2013, saw, as pre-
dicted a clear victory by the incumbent, President Ilham Aliyev. 
In his analysis, Rovshan Ibrahimov, head of the foreign policy 
analysis department at the Center for Strategic Studies in Baku, 
emphasizes that election results bolster public and international 
confidence in the continuation of the current political and eco-
nomic policies of the country. He assesses Azerbaijan’s social, 
political and economic trajectory in the post-election period, de-
fining the key parameters of national development.

Another major event with important regional implications, which 
of course garnered international interest, was Iran’s Presidential 
election. The election saw Hasan Rouhani as the new president, 
described by the majority international observers as a cleric but a 
moderate politician. Güneş Murat Tezcür, Associate Professor of 
Political Science Loyola University provides an analytical over-
view of the domestic and foreign policies of the Islamic Republic 
of Iran (IRI) with a particular focus on the presidential elections 
in June 2013. The author points out that there is nascent opti-
mism for Iran’s ‘opening’ up to the world; Rouhani has engaged 
in foreign policy initiatives that have resulted in a preliminary 
agreement with world powers regarding Iran’s nuclear program. 

The local-municipality elections in Turkey seem to have marked 
a decision point for country’s political future in the wake of the 
power struggle since the Gezi protest in 2013. Much has changed 
since then, including the revelations of a corruption scandal, and 
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the ruling party’s performance in local election this month will 
be key. Dr. Sabine Freizer, a long-term observer of political de-
velopments in Turkey and its neighborhood, provides an excel-
lent analysis. She points out that local elections have the poten-
tial to either further inflame the political tensions that increased 
throughout 2013, or to help resolve the crisis. Beyond that, three 
different sets of elections are planned – local, presidential and 
parliamentary, and for the first time in its republican history, Tur-
key is expected to elect its president directly, and the regulations 
for this are still being worked out. According to Dr. Freizer, at 
this juncture the Justice and Development Party looks certain to 
retain its governing position, especially if the parliamentary elec-
tions are held together with the presidential race in summer 2014, 
as this should guarantee that no new political party joins the fray.

Another upcoming election is set to take place in Afghanistan, 
in April 2014. The result of presidential race will have regional 
and international potential implications. Salih Doğan, Research 
Assistant at the Department of Political Science and International 
Relations of Turgut Özal University in Ankara, Turkey, reviews 
the early election process in comparison to previous ones. He 
also assesses the 2009 presidential election in order to derive 
lessons from the mistakes that led to a disappointing failure of 
electoral process. The author focuses in particular on the ethnic 
dimension of the upcoming election, mainly in relation to the 
ethnic identity of the frontrunners.

Given the startling developments in Ukraine, Olga Chaiko, a 
prominent Ukrainian journalist, has prepared a special eyewit-
ness report, detailing the step-by-step developments of the Euro-
maidan protests, including photos. 

Looking beyond elections, Amanda Paul, a leading expert and 
policy analyst at the European Policy Center in Brussels, reviews 
the future of Cyprus problem. As Greek and Turkish Cypriots 
start a new round of negotiations aimed at reuniting the island, 
Paul observes that after 40 years, all of the issues have been dis-
cussed a thousand times over by the two sides, She shows the 
ways in which the two sides have failed, revealing why the high 
price for peace - namely the relinquishment of maximum goals – 
has so far proven impossible to obtain.

The other issue on the agenda in light of Russia’s recent expan-
sionist tendencies is the role of migrant workers as a tool of pres-
sure in post-Soviet states. Dr. Dmitry Shlapentokh, Associated 
Professor in the Department of History, Indiana University-South 
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Bend, looks this from Turkmenistan’s point of view. Throughout 
2013, observes the author, Moscow has reiterated its threat to 
limit the numbers of guest workers from Tajikistan, or even to 
deport those already in Russia, unless Dushanbe accepted Mos-
cow’s demands.

Caucasus International’s regular feature is the ‘Caucasus under 
Review’ section, in which we pick out interesting newly pub-
lished books and provide a short analysis. In this issue we have 
also established a new section titled ‘A Window into the Work of 
Young Researchers’, demonstrating our commitment to provid-
ing a platform for perspectives from young researchers. In this 
issue, Leyla Sh. Aliyeva, a Ph.D student at Baku State Univer-
sity, explores the constitutional provisions for religious freedoms 
among EU member states, comparing them with Azerbaijan’s 
experience as a secular Muslim nation which has been interested 
in European integration since regaining its independence. The 
author, analyzing religious and constitutional preferences in EU 
member states, explains why the philosophy of civil religion in 
Azerbaijan may constitute a model for the provision of equality 
for all confessions and ethnic groups, fostering a sense of com-
mon historical destiny.

While we continue to monitor the worrying developments in re-
lation to the territorial integrity and stability of Ukraine, which 
poses risks to the whole region’s security, we would also like to 
share some good news with our readership. This issue marks the 
launch of a new aesthetic, designed to be more reader friendly. 
We are planning to do the same thing for the journal’s website 
in the near future, and are open any ideas from our readership 
for further developments.  The other good news is that we have 
a new member of our team, Samra Humbatova, who has joined 
as an Assistant Editor. In the past six months, the team of Cau-
casus International has undergone some significant changes, and 
we are grateful to all our former colleagues who supported the 
journal’s development. This issue is the product of our collective 
work, but significantly Celia Davies, Associate Editor, whose 
hard work, reliable critiques, and new ideas. I am also thankful 
to Husrev Tabak and Ozgur Tufekci for their hard and impressive 
work.

As always, I am very grateful to all the members of the Cauca-
sus International team for their work on this issue, and I take 
responsibility for any errors. I would also like to mention that 
you can reach our Editors via email; all contacts on the journal’s 
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website, www.cijournal.org, where readers can find all the latest 
news about CI.

Finally, on behalf of the CI team, we hope this issue provides 
food for thought and for discussion!

Zaur Shiriyev,
Editor-in-Chief,
Baku, Azerbaijan 
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* Othon Anastasakis is Director of the European Studies Centre and Director of South East European Studies at Oxford 
(SEESOX) at St. Antony’s College, Oxford. He is also a Senior Research Fellow at the Department of Politics and Interna-
tional Relations of the University of Oxford.

Othon Anastasakis*

Election Consolidation in the 
Post-Communist Balkans:  
Progress and Obstacles

The paper discusses some common themes in the electoral practices of the Balkan 
countries, yet it also acknowledges the variance of electoral developments among 
the different states. As with most aspects of Balkan democratization, competitive 
elections during the last 25 years of post-communist experience have seen notable 
progress as well as backsliding. The paper regards electoral politics in the Balkan 
states as a mixture of internal constraints and external agenda setting. It argues 
that despite some “pockets” of electoral instability and uncertainty, all Balkan states 
have now become consolidated electoral democracies with largely fair practices and 
with decreasing levels of fraud or violence, and an established culture of power shar-
ing and coalition building. At the same time, this post-communist electoral consolida-
tion has also created a pattern whereby elections are the battleground of divisive 
elites in the pursuit of influence, power and political clients, amid non-ideological 
party politics.  In this weak and volatile periphery of Europe, the international com-
munity becomes engaged during electoral periods, and interferes in some form or 
another to monitor, set the priorities or even affect outcomes.
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Elections in the Balkans have been central for the transforma-
tion of these states into democratic polities. They have con-

tributed to political change and post-communist pluralist continu-
ity. As with most aspects of Balkan democratization, competitive 
elections during the last 25 years of post-communist experience 
have seen notable progress as well as backsliding.  On the one 
hand, they introduced and sustained the new map of post-com-
munist party politics - they brought about momentous changes 
from illiberal transitions in the 1990s to more inclusionary politi-
cal processes in the 2000s, and they provided a common reference 
point in the divided societies of post-conflict, war-torn territories 
in former Yugoslavia. Through their regularity, they have given 
legitimacy to the new democratic process in all the countries of 
the region. On the negative side, many elections in the Balkans 
have been divisive, fraudulent, boycotted by some parties, con-
tested on various occasions and linked with excessive spending or 
corrupt party financing. 

The present paper discusses some common themes in the elec-
toral practices of the Balkan states, yet it also acknowledges the 
variance of electoral developments among the different states. 
It argues that despite some “pockets” of electoral instability and 
uncertainty, all Balkan states have by now become consolidated 
electoral democracies with largely fair practices and decreasing 
levels of fraud or violence. This is a testament to the develop-
ment of a more mature democratic electoral culture. At the same 
time, this post-communist electoral consolidation has also estab-
lished a pattern whereby elections are the battleground of divisive 
elites in the pursuit of influence, power and political clients, amid 
non-ideological party politics. Almost all post-electoral outcomes 
in the Balkan states have led to power sharing, co-habitation or 
coalition-building arrangements, where most political elites and 
a multitude of political parties are involved in some way in the 
exercise of governmental authority, leaving very limited room for 
opposition politics. This is particularly significant in the current 
period of economic crisis and low public trust in politics, because 
all political parties are perceived as culprits for state inadequa-
cies and the democratic deficits. Amid this Janus-faced electoral 
experience, there is an overall consensus on the growing impor-
tance and influence of the European Union, whereby electoral or 
post-electoral practices are being observed and scrutinized by the 
international community, and the EU in particular. Electoral poli-
tics in all Balkan states have been a mixture of internal constraints 
and external agenda setting.
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Internal electoral politics: Elites, parties and ideological volatility

In advanced Western Europe, elections are traditionally fought 
on an ideological platform of conservative/neo-liberal/Christian 
democratic versus social democratic/centre-left ideas. Lately in 
the context of the Eurozone crisis, this division has taken the 
form of a dilemma of austerity versus growth. Political 
parties in Western consolidated democracies are elected 
on their ideological platforms and relevant program-
matic campaigns. In most of the young democracies of 
Eastern Europe and South Eastern Europe, electoral is-
sues are often more about political leaders and political 
practices than ideas.  Because of the lack of traditional 
ideologically based party politics, transitions have been 
dominated by the local elites, and have revolved around 
the personalities and choices of the party leaders. This has been 
a typical development in South East European electoral politics, 
where parties are often defined by their leadership. The region has 
seen two types of party leadership: the type that rises fast, which 
is connected with public disillusionment with other alternatives, 
such as in the cases of ex-King Simeon and Boyko Borisov in 
Bulgaria,1 or the “long” type of leadership which follows from a 
lack of alternatives or the fragmentation of the opposition, such 
as Milo Djukanovic in Montenegro,2 Sali Berisha in Albania,3 or 
Nikola Gruevski in FYR Macedonia.4 Leaders of the latter type 
become embedded in power and may abuse office or state funds, 
and resort to illiberal practices towards opposition or media.

Because most political formations lack the traditional right-left 
ideological divide, political parties competing in elections usually 
include extreme nationalistic, less nationalistic, reformed socialist 
and ethnic or minority parties.5 Especially in former Yugoslavia, 

1 Simeon II became Prime Minister of Bulgaria in 2001 very soon after his political return in the 
country, until 2005. In the elections of 2005 his party came second and participated in the coalition 
government. In the 2009 elections, his party received a mere 3 percent. Shortly after that, he resigned 
as leader of his party, “National Movement Simeon II”. Boyko Borisov was Prime Minister between 
2009 and 2013, having been mayor of Sofia between 2005-2009.After his resignation in 2013, his 
popularity waned in the context of wider public disillusionment and a series of protests. 

2 Djukanovic served as Prime Minister of Montenegro from 1991 to 1998, then as President of 
Montenegro from 1998 to 2002, and as Prime Minister again from 2003 to 2006, from 2008 to 
2010, and again in 2012. Djukanovic is also the long-standing President of the Democratic Party of 
Socialists of Montenegro.

3 Sali Berisha served as President of Albania between 1992 and 1997 and as Prime Minister between 
2005 and 2013.

4 Nikola Gruevski has been Prime Minister of FYR Macedonia since August 2006.

5 On party politics in the Balkans see Vera Stojarova and Peter Emerson (eds), Party politics in the 
Western Balkans, Abingdon: Routledge, 2010.

In most of the young 
democracies of Eastern 
Europe and South Eastern 
Europe, electoral issues 
are often more about 
political leaders and 
political practices than 
ideas.
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parties became nationalistic and extreme as a result of the violent 
disintegration and formation of new states; in Bulgaria and Ro-
mania, extreme right politics developed vis-à-vis internal minori-
ties and based their ideological discourses on their nationalistic, 
“abused” and grandiose historical interpretations. Because most 
of these parties are also pragmatic and want to participate in coali-
tion governments, they have to reform themselves with time and  
moderate their nationalistic discourse. This has been very evident 
in the Socialist party of Serbia,6 the Serbian Radical party,7 and 
the Croatian Democratic Union (HDZ),8 all of which eventually 
toned down their patriotic excesses in order to strengthen their 
governmental chances and appeal to wider audiences and the in-
ternational community. 

Another category of parties, well-known in most East Eu-
ropean polities, is that of the reformed communists who 
gradually adopted a more European social democratic ap-
pearance, like the Socialist Party of Albania or the Bul-
garian Socialist Party. A significant proportion of politi-
cal formations in all Balkan states are ethnic or minority 
parties, and all Balkan political landscapes include parties 
representing ethnic identities. Bosnian politics are the ex-
treme form of this, where the overwhelming majority of 
parties represent the three dominant ethnic groups: Bos-

niaks, Serbs and Croats. In Bulgaria, Romania and FYR Macedo-
nia, minority parties of Turks, Hungarians and Albanians, respec-
tively, have been dominant and influential in electoral politics, 
and have been part of many coalition governments. In Bulgaria, 
the Movement for Rights and Freedoms, an ethnic/religious party 
representing the Turkish minority, has been a steady coalition 
partner since 2001. In FYR Macedonia, the Democratic Party of 
Albanians and the Democratic Union for Integration, both rep-
resenting the interests of Albanians, compete with each other as 
minority partners of different coalition governments. Finally, in 
the youngest country of the Balkans, Kosovo, political parties are 
completely attached to political personalities, and it is hard to dis-
6 The Socialist Party of Serbia was created by Slobodan Milosevic and ruled Serbia in a semi-
dictatorial way during the 1990s. Following the fall and the death of Milosevic, the Socialist Party 
moderated its nationalist stance and tried to develop links with other European social democratic 
parties. It has been a coalition partner since 2008, first with the Democratic Party and then with the 
current Serbian Progressive Party.

7 The Serbian Progressive party was formed as an independent party after it split from the Serbian 
Radical party. The latter is an extreme nationalistic party founded by Vojislav Seselj, who faced an 
indictment by the ICTY, accused of war crimes during the Bosnian war.  

8 The HDZ went through a radical transformation after the death of its nationalist leader Franjo 
Tudjman in 2000, when it established itself as a Christian Democratic party with a European 
orientation.

A significant proportion 
of political formations 

in all Balkan states are 
ethnic or minority parties, 

and all Balkan political 
landscapes include parties 

representing ethnic 
identities.
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cern any ideological differences. As such, the three most popu-
lar parties in post-independent Kosovo, the Democratic Party of 
Kosovo, the Democratic League of Kosovo and the Alliance for 
the future of Kosovo, have minimal ideological differences, and 
are defined exclusively by their leaders. 

Because of these trends, electoral issues revolve around the cred-
ibility of the leaders, financial scandals and corruption, nationalist 
or ethnic questions. Such themes can be very sensitive, divisive 
and incriminatory, and usually generate passionate, fanatical or 
exclusionary discourses. Corruption is a constant theme in elec-
toral campaigns with politicians accusing each other of, 
for instance, excessive party financing and misappropria-
tion of state funds. This gives rise to a lack of public trust 
in political parties, which threatens the belief in the dem-
ocratic process across the Balkans. According to Trans-
parency International’s Global Corruption Barometer for 
2013, citizens in Croatia, FYR Macedonia and Serbia 
view political parties as the most corrupt of all public in-
stitutions assessed. 9  The longevity of the Bulgarian pro-
tests is the most characteristic example of how the public 
becomes disaffected and disillusioned by the dark side of the tran-
sition to democracy and to market economy, the side that is linked 
to corrupt politicians and oligarchs, organized crime, clientelism 
and badly organized and inefficient state mechanisms. Protests 
in Bulgaria started at the beginning of 2013, initially sparked by 
high utility bills. They subsequently spread to all major cities in 
the country, ultimately leading to the resignation of Boyko Bor-
isov’s centre-right government. Despite the elections and a new 
coalition government, protests intensified when Prime Minister 
Oresharski appointed a highly controversial figure as 
head of the State Agency for National Security. Parlia-
ment’s revocation of the appointment did nothing to ap-
pease protesters, who widened their demands, speaking 
out against corruption and government scandals, asking 
for more transparency, minimum standards of fair play for 
the political game, a fight against organized crime and an 
end to the rule of ‘local oligarchs’.

Elections in most Balkan states are usually accompanied by “dra-
ma” which is very closely observed by international observers and 
media. In the region, which is no stranger to international public-
ity, electoral politics and post-electoral coalition building are seen 
9 “Buying influence: Money and elections in the Balkans”, Transparency International, 25 June 2013, 
at http://www.transparency.org/news/feature/buying_influence_balkans 

According to Transparency 
International’s Global 
Corruption Barometer 
for 2013, citizens in 
Croatia, FYR Macedonia 
and Serbia view political 
parties as the most corrupt 
of all public institutions 
assessed.

Elections in most  
Balkan states are usually 
accompanied by “drama” 
which is very closely 
observed by international 
observers and media. 

19 

 Vol.3 • No: 4 • Winter 2013-2014



as pivotal moments for change or stagnation. In this weak and vol-
atile periphery of Europe, the international community becomes 
very interested during election periods, and interferes in some 
form or another to monitor, set the agenda or even affect outcomes.  

External influences: Monitoring and agenda setting

Since the early transition years, elections in the Balkans were 
closely monitored by the appropriate international organizations 
(EU, OSCE, Council of Europe), the big member states of Europe, 
the U.S. and transnational NGOs, all of which were involved in 
the promotion of democracy from abroad and emphasized the im-
portance of free and fair elections. The most prominent external 
influence came from the European Union, which linked demo-
cratic elections with the countries’ progress towards EU member-
ship. The latter enabled the EU to do two main things: first, to 
monitor, report and shape the way elections were conducted in all 
the countries of the post-communist Balkans and, second, to in-
fluence the pre-electoral agenda. For their part, regional electoral 
outcomes were also affected by external engagement and prefer-
ences, as a result of direct or indirect pressure from abroad.

Electoral consolidation has been the central focus of democracy 
promotion in post-communist Europe, with free and fair elections 
constituting a major pre-condition for the inclusion of all these 
young democracies in the institutions of the international commu-
nity. In the Balkans, post-communist electoral politics have given 
rise to a range of political outcomes, from the illiberal politics in 
Romania, Bulgaria and Albania in the 1990s, to the semi-author-
itarian regimes of Milosevic in Serbia and Tudjman and Croatia, 

or the ethnically divided politics of Bosnia, Kosovo and 
FYR Macedonia. Most international organizations were 
involved at one point or another in the monitoring and 
assessment of electoral and post-electoral practices, and 
their impact has varied from case to case. Bulgaria and 
Romania managed to gradually strengthen their electoral 
behaviour, and were the two countries which, through 
elections in the mid-1990s, renounced their communist 
pasts and opted for more European and liberal options. 
Both of them gradually accepted the inclusion of their mi-
norities, Turkish and Hungarian respectively, in coalition 
governments following heavy pressure and conditionality 

from the European Union. Since then, the consecutive changes 
in governments have clearly indicated the legitimacy of the pro-
cess, although most of the difficulties emerged after the elections 
during the formation of coalition governments or during the co-
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habitation of different politicians in power.  Romania has been a 
case in point of difficult co-habitation, with the more recent exam-
ple being the battle between President Traian Basescu and Prime 
Minister Victor Ponta.10  Bulgaria, on the other hand, a model of 
peaceful governmental change in the region, was recently hit by 
a very serious wave of popular anti-government protests, one of 
the most noticeable in a post-communist country since the fall of 
communism. 

Serbia and Croatia underwent through their own elec-
toral revolutions in 2000, which brought down the post-
communist semi-authoritarian regimes of Milosevic and 
Tudjman. They both proceeded rapidly with the consoli-
dation of free and fair electoral practices. In all Balkan 
states, electoral politics normalized substantially during 
the 2000s, so much so that external monitoring became 
redundant. The most problematic country was Albania, 
where external observers consistently expressed concerns about 
unfair practices. For a long time, the OSCE, the Council of Eu-
rope and the European Union had been voicing concerns over the 
democratic conduct of electoral practices and the use of electoral 
fraud, political violence and corruption during elections in this 
country. Party politics became so polarized and disruptive that in 
2009, the Socialist Party refused to recognize the outcome of the 
parliamentary elections following allegations of fraud against the 
victorious Democratic Party. It boycotted parliament for a long 
period, plunging the country into a political crisis. The June 2013 
parliamentary elections, closely monitored by international ob-
servers, resulted in the victory of Edi Rama’s Socialist party over 
Sali Berisha’s Democratic Party and were the first elections in 
Albania which were positively assessed, raising the prospects of 
Albania’s EU membership. 

In the post-conflict cases, elections are seen not just as a factor for 
the strengthening of democracies, but as a peace-building mea-
sure to end the conflicts among warring factions. Usually, the in-
ternational community proceeds with speedy elections right after 
the end of the conflict. On the effectiveness of elections, opinion 
is divided, with some arguing that early elections facilitate peace 
agreements, hasten democratization and contribute to post-con-
flict stability,11 while others argue that early elections in ethnically 

10 Cristina Bucur, “Romanian politics in 2012 has been marred by a rocky co-habitation between 
Victor Ponta’s government and President Traian Basescu” , LSE blog, 26 December 2012, at http://
blogs.lse.ac.uk/europpblog/2012/12/26/2012-in-romanian-politics/ 

11 Larry Diamond, “Promoting democracy to post-conflict and failed states”, Taiwan Journal of 
Democracy, 2 (2), 2006, pp. 93-116.
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war-torn territories tend to cement ethnic divisions and 
polarization.12 For the Balkans, the truth lies somewhere 
in the middle when one looks at the experiences in Bosnia, 
Kosovo or FYR Macedonia. In Bosnia, the 1997 Dayton 
Peace Accords brought about a long lasting uninterrupted 
peace which has also been sustained through regular elec-
toral practices, yet the ethnic divisions along party lines 
continue to obstruct political normalization, the function-
ing of the central state and ethnic reconciliation. The latter 
is the view held by Paddy Ashdown, High Representative 
for Bosnia-Herzegovina between 2002-2006, arguing that 
his experiences in Bosnia and elsewhere beyond the re-

gion taught him that the immediate priority of the international 
community in post-conflict cases should not be immediate elec-
tions, but the establishment of the rule law.13 To this day, Bosnia 
is divided along ethnic lines, and internal politics are dominated 
and manipulated by the priorities of the leaderships of the three 
main ethnic groups: Bosniaks (Muslims), Serbs and Croats. The 
progress of Bosnia’s accession to the European Union has been 
repeatedly delayed due to the inability of the three main ethnic 
communities to, among other things, reform their electoral law to 
make it more inclusive for other minorities, and for citizens from 
minorities to be able to stand for President, as demonstrated by 
the Sejdic and Finci case before the European Court of Human 
Rights.14 In Kosovo, the international community has emphasized 
free and fair elections in an effort to preserve the multicultural 
character of the new country, and links the success of elections 
with the participation of Kosovo Serbs from the north in the lo-
cal and general elections. The role of Serbia and the latter’s non-
recognition of independence of Kosovo has been crucial in this, 
and following the normalization agreement between Serbia and 
Kosovo in May 2013, the EU put a great deal of pressure on Ser-
bia to exercise its influence in the Serbian north and convince the 
Serb population in Kosovo to participate in the local elections of 
November 3, 2013.15 In FYR Macedonia, the externally designed 
12 Dawn Brancati and Jack Snyder, “Time to kill: The impact of election timing on post-conflict 
stability” Journal of Conflict Resolution, 00 (0), 2012, pp. 1-32.

13 Paddy Ashdown, Swords and Ploughshares; Bringing Peace to the 21st century, Widenfeld and 
Nicholson, 2007

14 The Constitution of Bosnia and Herzegovina provided that only ethnic Bosniaks, Serbs and Croats 
can be elected members of Presidency and House of Peoples of BiH. Sejdic and Finci, being a Roma 
and a Jew respectively, contested these provisions and took their case to the European Court of Human 
Rights, which found in their favour in 2009. The EU has since then added this clause as a condition 
for Bosnia’s association process.

15 These local elections were the first elections in which the Serbs of Northern Kosovo participated 
since the unilateral declaration of independence in 2008; they were monitored because they generated 
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Ohrid Agreement, which ended the brief war in 2001, adopted 
proportional representation, which compelled parties cooperate in 
order to form a government. Despite the overall peaceful coexis-
tence of the Macedonian majority and Albanian minority parties, 
elections and inter-ethnic coexistence are regularly monitored by 
foreign embassies, given the tense relationship and the occasional 
eruption of limited violence. Furthermore, in FYR Macedonia, 
concerns over the abuse of power and fraudulent electoral practic-
es have also been a point of contention between the Macedonian 
nationalist, conservative party (VMRO-DPMNE) and the social 
democratic party, and until lately international observers have 
been noting some voting irregularities.16

Elections in the post-communist Balkans, as in other parts 
of Eastern Europe, are usually perceived from abroad in 
the context of a reform versus anti-reform agenda. Re-
form requirements are translated into specific conditions 
and criteria laid down by the European Union, which 
facilitate progress towards EU membership.  External 
actors, including the international media and the aca-
demic community, usually distinguish party and elec-
toral politics in terms of pro-and anti-reform forces. The 
pro-reform camp includes parties and their leaders who 
profess a European orientation, democratic progress and 
market oriented changes. The anti-reform forces are usu-
ally those with a nationalist agenda, the more introverted, 
Eurosceptic and radical, often those who were involved 
in the conflicts in Yugoslavia, or other extreme forces of 
the nationalist right. With this division in mind, the Eu-
ropean Union’s main actors (European Commission, European 
Parliament and some major EU member states) may favour or 
side with those they consider to be more loyal to the pro-reform 
agenda. This approach may pay off, but it can also backfire, and 
efforts by outsiders to support and reward parties they consider 
non-nationalistic and more Europeanist may fail when the are 
put to popular vote.17 One recent example includes Serbia’s 2012 
presidential and parliamentary elections, where the EU was on 
the side of Tadic’s pro-European and accommodating Democratic 
strong reactions in the Serb majority areas of northern Kosovo.

16 Election observers who monitored the 2013 local elections testified to a particularly tense 
atmosphere in Skopje’s key Centar municipality, where the election was marred by reports of group 
voting, voters being escorted to the polls by unidentified persons and pressure on NGO observers.

17 Susan Woodward, “Is democracy possible in the Balkans? On preconditions and conditions 
in Bosnia, Kosovo and Serbia”, Report for the National Council for Eurasian and East European 
Research (2007), p.19
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Party, and sceptical of Nikolic’s Serbian Progressive Party, whose 
nationalist, Russophile and populist past rhetoric were feared and 
rejected by the EU. Contrary to external pressure and support for 
Tadic, Serbs punished the Democratic Party in the elections for its 
dismal economic record and voted for Nikolic. The formation of 
the new coalition government, which included both the Serbian 
Progressive Party and Ivica Dasic’s Socialist party, was enough 
to send shivers down the EU spine. Yet to the surprise of all, this 
government was the one that chose to cooperate with the EU on 
the normalization of relations with Kosovo and the adoption of 
an economic program designed by the EU and the IMF. The fact 
that the new leadership chose to overcome its past rhetoric and 
revamp its European profile is an indication of the pragmatic ap-
proach which most parties in the region opt for when they are 
close to political power. It is also an indication that the EU can 
misjudge and underestimate the alternative options in the internal 
politics of some of these countries.

Overall, the relationships that parties and governments’ 
have with the EU vary from country to country, showing 
that despite an overwhelming preference for European in-
tegration, which is evident across parties and across coun-
tries, the political will, capacity and ability of the govern-
ments to deliver on their reform promises has twists and 
turns. But it may also be the EU that is to blame for the 
lack of progress, either because it puts too much pressure 
on policies which are excessively anti-social and neo-
liberal in their nature, or because of its own enlargement 
fatigue. During the last few years, the Eurozone crisis has 
had a negative impact on all the Balkan states, which have 
become economically and politically more vulnerable.  
The electoral fortunes and political choices are closely 
linked with the EU influence, and what these countries 
perceive their future to be within the European Union. It 
is a paradox that even in moments of economic crisis and 

European neglect, when the EU’s popularity is at its lowest, the 
governments of Serbia after the 2012 elections and Albania af-
ter the 2013 elections have chosen to cooperate closely with the 
European Union in order to address their perennial problems of 
internal corruption, good neighbourly relations and democratic 
reforms.  

Conclusion

The Balkans is a “Janus-faced” region of political normalization 
through electoral consolidation on the one hand, and post-elec-
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toral stalemates and party volatility on the other. It is a region of 
national variance and regional interconnectedness. Along with a 
broad diversity of national political outcomes, the region shares 
some common trends in its electoral and political performance, not 
just because the countries share similar historical backgrounds, 
structural and behavioural features, but also because they are con-
nected with one another and developments in one country affect 
internal developments in its neighbours. In the wider regional 
electoral frame, there is by now a well-established culture of co-
alition building and power sharing among leaders who are forced 
to cooperate with each other, yet they are often resentful of having 
to share the benefits of political office. What is also common in the 
region - and also a wider phenomenon in the periphery of Western 
Europe - is the increasing public disillusionment with politics and 
elections. This is due to a rising economic disenchantment, which 
is in turn linked to rising unemployment and increasing poverty. 
As in other parts of the post-Soviet world, it is also linked with the 
way the post-communist transition has evolved in an unequal and 
unjust way. Seen from this perspective, election periods become 
defining and often dramatic moments, when citizens have the op-
portunity to express their disapproval and disaffection with the 
deficits of political and economic transitions. 
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Elections in the 
South Caucasus: 
Reflections on Economic and 
Security Affairs

This article explores the significance of the presidential elections held in Armenia, 
Azerbaijan, and Georgia in 2013 within their broader geopolitical contexts. While the 
elections were important in terms of the political change – or continuity – that they 
reinforced, the article argues that they were not a primary driving force for change 
in the region. Rather, it is the larger trends that are having the greatest impact on 
the political, economic, and security evolution of the region – most notably Russia’s 
resurgence in the Caucasus, Turkey’s renewed focus on becoming an active regional 
player, and the potential implications of negotiations between the U.S. and Iran. In 
line with historical patterns, external players continue to shape the regional dynamic 
in the Caucasus as much as internal ones do, if not more so. The elections in Armenia, 
Azerbaijan, and Georgia – and their largely predictable outcomes – are a testament 
to the relative political stability of the Caucasus compared to the situation 20 or 
even 10 years ago. Yet the geopolitical forces shaping the region remain as dynamic 
as ever, portending significant changes in the months and years ahead. 

27 



In 2013, all three countries in the South Caucasus held presi-
dential elections. In a region where presidents hold consider-

able - sometimes overwhelming - power, this can be considered 
to be a watershed year.

However, reflecting on the past year, these elections have hardly 
turned out to be the most defining events for the three South Cau-
casus states. This is not to understate their importance - certainly 
they marked a significant show of political continuity in Armenia 
and Azerbaijan, which is not to be taken for granted in these two 
countries. In Georgia, where a new president was elected, the 
election also represented a sign of continuity and a strengthened 
mandate for a new political movement on the rise, the Georgian 
Dream. 

But in regard to economic and security affairs, 2013 was 
less about these presidential elections than the changing 
regional climate in which they took place. The geopo-
litical winds of change have been blowing strong in the 
Caucasus, more as a result of external forces than inter-
nal ones. Specifically, Russia’s rise in power, Turkey’s re-
newed focus on the region, and - still in its nascent stages 

but perhaps most importantly, the negotiations between the U.S. 
and Iran - all have influenced economic and security develop-
ments in the Caucasus region in ways just as significant, if not 
more so, than the elections.

Thus, while the elections and their significance are worth explor-
ing in detail, they must also be considered alongside the broader 
economic and security trends that are currently playing out in the 
wider Caucasus region. 

Elections and political dynamics in the Caucasus

Political transitions have traditionally been sources of signifi-
cant change and instability in the Caucasus. In the early days of 
the post-Soviet period, the leaders of all three countries faced 
immense challenges to their grip on power. In 1991, Georgia’s 
first president, Zviad Gamsakhurdia, was deposed in a coup less 
than one year after his election, as the country was engaged in a 
civil war over the breakaway territories of Abkhazia and South 
Ossetia. Azerbaijan’s first president Abulfaz Elchibey was over-
thrown in 1993 in the midst of the war with Armenia over Nago-
rno-Karabakh. Armenia’s first president, Levon Ter-Petrossian, 
lasted longer, but was eventually forced to step down in 1998 
over Nagorno-Karabakh and his attempt to reach a compromise 
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agreement with Azerbaijan. These elections and the cha-
otic security environment in which they were held exac-
erbated the economic and political strains of the immedi-
ate post-Soviet era.

The next phase of political leadership was relatively 
stable compared with the initial post-Soviet period of 
chaos. Former Soviet leaders were elected in Georgia 
and Azerbaijan in 1992 and 1993 respectively, as Edu-
ard Shevardnadze and Heydar Aliyev were brought into 
power to establish stability. In Armenia, Robert Kocharyan was 
elected in 1998 to take over from Levon Ter-Petrossian. All three 
held office for relatively long periods in comparison with their 
predecessors, with each serving for roughly a decade in their re-
spective countries. It was during this time that the economies 
of the Caucasus countries began to rebound, albeit slowly and 
sporadically.

However, elections during this period and thereafter also pro-
duced instability. In the 2003 presidential elections in Armenia, 
the polls produced a second round runoff between incumbent 
Robert Kocharyan and challenger Stepan Demirchyan of the 
People’s Party of Armenia, with neither candidate securing over 
50 percent of the vote. Kocharyan won the second round with 67 
percent of the vote, but the results were disputed and led to op-
position protests numbering in the tens of thousands. However, 
the Constitutional Court upheld the election and Kocharyan was 
sworn in for a second term.

In 2008, the presidential elections were once again controver-
sial and closely contested. Having served two terms, Kocharyan 
was not allowed to run again, but instead supported former Prime 
Minister and fellow Karabakh native Serzh Sargsyan against 
former president Levon Ter-Petrossian. Sargsyan won just over 
50 percent of the vote and therefore secured victory in the first 
round, but results were disputed by Ter-Petrossian, whose sup-
porters held protests in Yerevan’s Freedom Square. These pro-
tests, which numbered in the tens of thousands, lasted for 10 
days before they were violently dispersed by police and military 
forces. At least 10 people were killed, which led to a state of 
emergency that was followed by a period of arrests and purges of 
prominent opposition members. However, Sargsyan was not sig-
nificantly challenged by Ter-Petrossian after the immediate after-
math of the election, despite regular opposition rallies organized 
by the former president.
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Azerbaijan has seen less instability and challenges around 
elections, with Heydar Aliyev winning comfortable vic-
tories in both 1993 and 1998. However, Aliyev’s death 
in 2003 forced a transition or power to his son, Ilham 
Aliyev. Though these elections were more disputed than 
under Heydar Aliyev, Ilham Aliyev was able to secure a 
strong victory with 75 percent of the vote. The younger 

Aliyev has pursued the same broad economic and security strate-
gy as his father, namely developing the country’s burgeoning en-
ergy industry and avoiding getting entangled in alliances with 
Russia or other regional powers. Aliyev achieved comfortable 
victories in the 2003 and 2008 presidential elections, with only 
minor protests by opposition forces during and after those polls. 

In Georgia, the presidential elections in 1995 and 2000 produced 
comfortable majorities for Shevardnadze. However, the parlia-
mentary elections of November 2003 were marked by claims 
of fraud and vote-rigging and eventually led to Shevardnadze’s 
overthrow in the Rose Revolution. Parties that supported him - 
most notably the For a New Georgia party and the Democratic 
Union for Revival - won the most seats in the parliamentary 
elections, but the United National Movement party (UNM) of 
emerging opposition leader Mikhail Saakashvili protested the 
results. Large-scale rallies ensued across the country, with hun-
dreds of thousands of Saakashvili supporters taking to the streets. 
Shevardnadze was forced to resign, and Saakashvili became the 
country’s new president in January 2004 when he ran unopposed 
in fresh elections, winning over 96 percent of the vote.

Following Saakashvili’s victory, Georgia saw a relatively stable 
political period for several years in which Saakashvili and the 
United National Movement party won several consecutive elec-

tions as they pursued an assertively pro-Western foreign 
policy. Saakashvili easily defeated Levan Gachechiladze 
of the National Council party in the 2008 elections, win-
ning over 53 percent of the vote. Meanwhile, the UNM 
won the absolute majority of votes in both the 2004 and 
2008 parliamentary elections. This was due to Saakash-
vili’s popularity, as well as the weak and divided opposi-
tion camp. Comprised of dozens of parties, the opposi-
tion suffered from in-fighting and the lack of a unified 
vision beyond opposing Saakashvili.

However, the political system saw another major shift 
in 2012 with the emergence of billionaire tycoon Bid-
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zina Ivanishvili and his Georgian Dream Movement 
(GD). Ivanishvili, who made his fortune in Russia and 
had not previously been involved in politics, appeared on 
the Georgian political scene at the end of 2011. But the 
forces that led to Ivanishvili’s emergence had been estab-
lished much earlier, when Georgia was defeated by Rus-
sia in the August 2008 war, and virtually all economic 
and political relations between Tbilisi and Moscow were 
severed. A weak economy along with internal corruption 
scandals, among other factors, undermined Saakashvili’s 
government. Ivanishvili was able to co-opt and unify 
many opposition parties into the Georgian Dream move-
ment, and pursued a policy of re-opening economic ties 
with Russia, which had been cut off during Saakashvili’s 
rule. The Georgian Dream gained momentum over the 
course of the year and was able to defeat Saakashvili’s 
United Movement party in the October 2012 parliamen-
tary elections, winning 55 percent of the vote and gaining 
85 out of 150 seats in parliament.

Against this history of volatile elections and political cycles, 
2013 looked set to be a dynamic election year, marking the first 
year that all three countries would hold elections in the same 
year. However, the 2013 elections were notable not for their 
dynamism, but rather for the lack of political and security in-
stability they produced. Presidential elections in Armenia and 
Azerbaijan both produced comfortable victories for the incum-
bents, Serzh Sargsyan and Ilham Aliyev, in what were relatively 
unremarkable elections, with comparatively minimal protests or 
security disruptions. 

From the perspective of the major external powers in the 
region, namely Russia, Turkey, and Iran, the election re-
sults in both Armenia and Azerbaijan were relatively fa-
vorable. While each of these external powers has rival in-
terests in the region, they are all generally in favor of the 
political stability marked by the incumbents’ victories. 
This provides a stable and familiar platform from which 
Russia, Turkey, and Iran can pursue their respective for-
eign policies. The major external power outside of the region, the 
U.S., did express concern over the fairness of the elections, par-
ticularly in Azerbaijan. However, the U.S. was also in a broader 
sense interested in stable political continuity, given its interests in 
the energy and security fields in Azerbaijan. 
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In Georgia, a new president was elected, as Saakashvili was in-
eligible to run for a third term. However, the presidential victory 
of Giorgi Margvelashvili came as no surprise, as he was the cho-
sen successor of Ivanishvili at a time when the Georgian Dream 
movement was in the midst of consolidating power at the ex-
pense of Saakashvili and his UNM party. The election itself also 
carried less weight, as it was accompanied by a constitutional 
change giving greater power to the parliament at the expense of 
the presidency. This made the appointment of former Interior 
Minister Irakli Garibashvili - also a close ally of Ivanishvili - to 
the premiership the more significant change, though both pledged 
to continue the policies initiated by the Georgian Dream founder 
after he stepped down following the elections. 

The elections in Georgia were most favorably viewed 
by Russia, of these external actors. Moscow had long 
wanted to see the end of Saakashvili’s anti-Russian re-
gime, and the presidential elections completed the tran-
sition from the Saakashvili regime, which the political 
changes of the previous year had already set in motion. 
While these elections do not guarantee Georgia’s reori-
entation towards Russia, they certainly mark an improve-
ment in the political relationship and prospects for further 
cooperation between Tbilisi and Moscow in the coming 
years. For this reason, both Turkey and the U.S. viewed 
the elections with concern, worried that the new govern-
ment will undermine the strong ties that Tbilisi shares 
with Ankara and Washington. However, the new Geor-
gian government has indicated it will continue its pro-

Western path, which gives both the U.S. and Turkey cause for 
cautious optimism.

Thus, the elections of 2013 were most important in terms of their 
extrapolative nature, establishing the continuity of previously es-
tablished political systems. This is not to say that the elections 
did not matter or were not significant. Particularly in Georgia, 
the elections marked the completion of a political transformation 
that had begun back in 2011 with the emergence of the Georgian 
Dream movement. The absence of security problems in Armenia 
was also notable, establishing a strong mandate for Sargsyan in 
his second term in office. The same can be said for Ilham Aliyev, 
though Azerbaijan’s elections have traditionally been less disrup-
tive than those in Georgia or Armenia. 

Therefore, in order to assess the economic and security changes 
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in the Caucasus, and the possible future developments, it is im-
portant to look beyond the elections in the three Caucasus coun-
tries and examine the external forces that have also shaped re-
gional dynamics. 

The role of external powers in the Caucasus 

Economic and security dynamics are shaped as much by exter-
nal factors as by internal ones. Reflecting on the past year, there 
have been many significant developments in both the economic 
and security spheres driven by regional powers like Russia and 
Turkey, as well as external players like the U.S., EU, and Israel.

The strongest and most influential power in the Caucasus is Rus-
sia. Russia has traditionally held a strong position in the Cauca-
sus. With a military presence of 5,000 troops in Armenia, Russia 
serves as the de facto security guarantor for the country. Russia 
also controls many strategic aspects of Armenia’s economy, in-
cluding energy, infrastructure, and telecommunications 
assets. Combined with the large Armenian migrant popu-
lation working in Russia, and Yerevan’s dependence on 
Moscow from a financial and security perspective, Ar-
menia was already a loyal ally strategically aligned with 
Russia.

Russia’s position in Georgia, though politically conten-
tious, was also strong due to the Russian military pres-
ence in Abkhazia and South Ossetia following the 2008 
war. While Georgia continued to pursue NATO and EU 
membership under the Saakashvili administration, no 
significant progress was made on that front due to West-
ern powers’ wariness about challenging Russia over this 
strategic issue. Indeed, a de facto weapons embargo on 
Georgia by the West, in place since the war, was also a 
factor in securing Russia’s security position in the coun-
try.

Azerbaijan, the most independent-minded country in the Cauca-
sus, presented more of a challenge to Russia in previous years. 
Russia did not have a military presence to secure its position in 
the country as it did in Armenia and Georgia, and Azerbaijan’s 
energy industry gave it an independent source of wealth that Ye-
revan and Tbilisi do not have. Azerbaijan’s oil and gas exports 
have allowed it to diversify its economic and political relation-
ships and avoid dependence on Russia. However, given of Rus-
sia’s strong position in Georgia and Armenia, Azerbaijan was in 
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a way locked into a position where it could not be overly ag-
gressive towards Russia, and had to balance its relationship with 
Moscow rather than challenge it outright.

Over the course of 2013, Russia’s relationship with the Cauca-
sus countries saw significant changes. Armenia announced that 
it would join Russia’s Custom Union, which will integrate the 
country’s economy with that of Russia even further in the com-
ing years. This also dashed any hopes that Armenia would move 
forward with key political and trade agreements that had been 
negotiated with the EU over the course of the year. Russia also 
announced that it would overhaul the Russian 102nd military base 
in Gyumri, upgrading the hardware of the base and modernizing 
the country’s military. In short, Russia’s already strong ties with 

Armenia strengthened over the past year.

In Georgia, 2013 marked a period of political consoli-
dation for the Georgian Dream movement, which also 
worked to Russia’s advantage. The past year saw a slow 
but significant improvement in economic ties between 
Georgia and Russia, as Georgia’s exports of wine, min-
eral water, and agricultural products to Russia were re-
sumed, having been frozen for years under Saakashvili. 

There were also discussions on expanding ties in more strategic 
sectors, such as energy and transport. However, security ties be-
tween Tbilisi and Moscow have been tense, as the dispute over 
the breakaway territories of Abkhazia and South Ossetia has re-
mained an intractable issue. Furthermore, the Georgian Dream 
government has continued the country’s integration efforts with 
the West, initialing Association and Free Trade Agreements with 
the EU and continuing to pursue strengthened ties with NATO. 
So while Russia’s economic and political ties with Georgia have 
improved, the broader and more strategic security issues have 
and will continue to be a major obstacle to full normalization 
bilateral ties.

Azerbaijan’s relationship with Russia also underwent significant 
changes in 2013. In response to Russia’s strengthened position in 
both Armenia and Georgia, Azerbaijan was forced to re-evaluate 
its own relationship with Moscow. While Azerbaijan continued 
to pursue a diversified energy policy with a number of countries, 
from Turkey to Iran to the West, it did factor Russia’s rise in the 
region into its decision-making. Azerbaijan chose to go with the 
more modest TAP over Nabucco West as a gas export route set 
to come online later in this decade. Azerbaijan and Russia also 
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struck a series of energy deals, including a joint venture between 
SOCAR and Rosneft.

However, Azerbaijan also strengthened its relationship 
with other players in the security sphere in response to 
Russia’s growing regional stature. Azerbaijan already 
had significant security ties with Turkey, and these only 
intensified over the course of the year. Azerbaijan in-
creased its weapons purchases from Turkey, and the two 
countries held the largest military drills in their history 
in July, following the opening ceremony at the Azer-
baijani Defense Ministry’s Garaheybat Training Center. 
Azerbaijan also increased security ties with Israel, with 
a number of high level visits this year alongside Israel’s 
significant weapons sales to the country.  

Another trend that has had a significant - and potentially 
dramatic - impact on the Caucasus is the evolution of the 
U.S.-Iranian relationship. While the year began with a 
hostile relationship between the U.S. and Iran, complete 
with rumors of a potential U.S. military strike against Ira-
nian nuclear facilities, the dynamics have changed considerably 
over the course of the year. The election of Hassan Rouhani to 
the Iranian presidency in June saw a domestic political shift from 
the hard-line regime of outgoing President Mahmoud Ahmadine-
jad. This political transition, as well as the effects of U.S.-led 
sanctions on Iran’s economy, generated the conditions for serious 
talks between the U.S. and Iran. 

Progress on other important issues, particularly the agreement 
reached over the disposal of Syria’s chemical weapons, opened 
the door for formal negotiations. Talks within the P5+1 format 
over Iran’s nuclear program produced a landmark agreement in 
November, setting a 6-month timetable for Iran to freeze nuclear 
enrichment at current levels, in exchange for an easing of sanc-
tions. While the agreement is tenuous, subject to numerous com-
plications and potential delays and pitfalls, it has set the stage 
for a possible US-Iranian understanding in the longer term. This 
could greatly increase Iran’s ability to project power in its neigh-
borhood and beyond, and could have a major impact on the geo-
political alignment of the broader region. Given the implications 
of a U.S.-Iranian agreement, the talks themselves have already 
had a significant impact across the Middle Eastern region and 
the Caucasus, as numerous countries have had to change their 
calculus to account for such an understanding.
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One such country is Turkey, a natural competitor of Iran, and 
wary of Tehran’s potential to grow as a regional power and chal-
lenge Ankara’s position in countries like Syria and Iraq. Turkey 
is also concerned that Iran could become more active in the Cau-
casus; Tehran already has cultural and political levers in Azer-
baijan and strong economic ties with Armenia. As such, Turkey 
has not only been strengthening ties with Azerbaijan, but has also 
renewed efforts to reopen talks between Azerbaijan and Armenia 
over Nagorno- Karabakh. Turkey would like to reopen ties eco-
nomic and political ties with Armenia, but as Ankara learned in 
2009, this cannot be done without significant progress achieved 
on Nagorno-Karabakh first. Talks were resumed for the first time 
in two years in November 2013, and the countries are set to meet 
again this year. Turkey hopes this will help it to expand its ties 
into both Armenia and Azerbaijan.

Another country whose calculus is changing is Russia, which 
opposes any deal between the U.S. and Iran that could enhance 
both countries’ ability to project power in the Caucasus region. 
Over the past few years, Russia has been working to build up its 
influence in the Caucasus, and it does not want to see the U.S. 
and Iran cooperating to undermine that role. Russia is also wary 
of Turkey’s efforts to take advantage of the regional realignment, 
and will make sure that it plays a significant role in the talks over 
Nagorno-Karabakh, given Moscow’s strong position in Armenia. 
Therefore Russia’s moves in the Caucasus will be framed by at-
tempts to limit the political, economic and security influence of 
Turkey, Iran, Israel and the U.S., while entrenching its own. The 
continued outreach from the EU and NATO into Georgia will 
also be something that Russia will have to contend with in the 
coming years. 

Conclusion

Reflecting on events in the Caucasus over the past year, it is clear 
that a number of factors have contributed to significant changes 
in the region. While presidential elections held in Armenia, Azer-
baijan, and Georgia were all significant milestones in domestic 
political developments, they were hardly decisive in framing the 
economic and security evolution in each country. Instead, the 
defining factors for the regional dynamic have been Russia’s ac-
tions, Turkey’s maneuvers with Azerbaijan and Armenia, and the 
U.S.-Iranian negotiations, among others. 

In other words, the elections themselves did not drive the chang-
es; rather they were symptomatic of broader trends underway. It 
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is these trends that made the Caucasus a truly dynamic region in 
2013, and this dynamism is likely to grow in the coming years.
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* Dr. Sabine Freizer is a nonresident senior fellow with the Dinu Patriciu Eurasia Center and the Program on Transatlantic 
Relations, Atlantic Council.

Sabine Freizer*

Elections in Turkey:  
A Crucial Test for a Well-
Established Democracy

Turkey is entering a decisive electoral period in 2014. The upcoming elections have 
the potential to either further inflame political tensions that increased throughout 
2013, or to help resolve the crisis. Three different sets of elections are planned – 
local, presidential and parliamentary. While the local ones are scheduled for March 
2014, it is still possible the dates of the other two will be advanced. For the first 
time in its republican history, Turkey is expected to elect its president directly, and 
the regulations for this are still being worked out. At this juncture the Justice and 
Development Party looks certain to retain its governing position, especially if the 
parliamentary elections are held together with the presidential race in summer 2014, 
as this should guarantee that no new political party joins the fray. But for elections 
to bring stability of the political and economic environment they will have to be free 
and fair. An impartial elections commission, an open campaign, a lower threshold to 
enter parliament, more flexible rules for the registration of political parties, and a 
free media environment are all key in ensuring a more competitive series of elections 
and more secure country. 
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In 2013 Turkey became a deeply divided country, and the elec-
tions in 2014 could either help bring it closer together, or drive 

it further apart. How the upcoming elections are run in such a po-
larized political environment will determine whether Turkey will 
remain a state whose legitimacy is based on the rule of law and 
democratic processes. 

While opposition to the Justice and Development Party (AKP) 
and its supporters is not new in Turkey, it has expanded signifi-
cantly throughout 2013. Turkey’s traditional elite—deeply secu-
lar, nationalist and committed to the ideals and system set forth 
by Kemal Ataturk—have been full of mistrust since Prime Min-
ister Recep Tayyip Erdoğan and the ruling AKP came to power in 
2002. Members of this section of society were among those who 
in summer 2013 joined a small environmental group in opposition 
to the destruction of Istanbul’s Gezi Park. But this subsequently 
sparked a much larger, nationwide movement against government 
policies led by a range of youth, environmental, leftists, women 
and civil society organizations that in many cases had held no pre-
vious political affiliation. A new political fault-line also opened up 
between the AKP and the Hizmet (Service) movement led by re-

ligious leader Fethullah Gülen, with differences over gov-
ernment policies in Turkey and abroad starting in 2010, 
but becoming most evident to the wider public in 2013.1 

Then on December 17, 2013, Istanbul and Ankara police 
detained over fifty people, including the sons of three 
ministers and the head of a state bank, as part of a ma-
jor investigation into bribery and corruption.2 Erdoğan 
quickly criticized the operation, calling it a political assas-
sination attempt against the government led by a nefarious 
international plotters and an “interest lobby.”3 Even after 
accepting the resignation of three ministers on Christmas 
Day and revamping his government, Erdoğan persisted in 

1 Differences began over the ill-fated Mavi Marmara incident in May 2010 and were subsequently 
seen in disagreements over a host of issues including: the Kurdish peace process, the role of the 
National Intelligence Organization (MIT), an anti-match fixing law in football, reaction to the Gezi 
protests and most recently the planned closure of cram schools which are often run by Gülen-affiliated 
businesses.  

2 Corruption allegations are linked to alleged bid rigging in construction contracts and the bending 
of rules and regulations, gold transactions with sanctions-restricted Iran, and misallocation of funds. 
After the first wave of detentions, the assets of seven businessmen and two legal entities were also 
frozen including those of two major construction companies. Sedat Ergin, “Four scenarios for the 
second wave of the corruption probe,” Hurriyet Daily News, January 8, 2014. 

3 The Prime Minister has been blaming an “interest lobby,” a conspiracy of foreign and domestic 
banks, media and policy makers allegedly seeking to destabilize Turkey for profit, since at least 
January 2012, but he has also increasingly used the term to explain political developments in the 
country since the May-June 2013 protests sparked by plans to build over Gezi Park in Istanbul.  
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vouching for many of those under investigation, and condemn-
ing the prosecution’s work as an attempt against his government 
in several campaign style rallies. Much of the Prime Minister’s 
anger has been directed at Gülen and Hizmet, which the govern-
ment has accused of using the judiciary and police to undermine 
the AKP in advance of the upcoming elections. Erdoğan has also 
announced changes in the educational sector that would close uni-
versity preparatory schools, which are a pillar of Hizmet’s busi-
ness empire.4 

The crisis has affected public institutions, especially the pros-
ecution, police and judiciary. The government removed a key 
investigative prosecutor involved in investigating corruption. By 
January 8th, over a thousand police including city and provincial 
police chiefs, heads of units and deputy general directors were 
reported to have been removed from their posts.5 The government 
issued a decree requiring police chiefs to notify their superiors 
of any investigations begun by prosecutors. The Turkish Bar As-
sociation filed a lawsuit in response to the decree, arguing that 
it violated the separation of executive and judiciary powers, and 
the amendment was quickly overturned by the Council of State. 
But in a further move against the judicial system, Istanbul police 
refused to fulfil a prosecutor’s order to detain thirty persons in 
the second phase of the corruption probe. The government also 
began to prepare legislation to roll back some of the judiciary’s 
independence,6 especially the Council of State and the Supreme 
Board of Judges and Prosecutors (HSYK), which a 2010 refer-
endum had made largely independent bodies.7 One of the Prime 
Minister’s senior advisors justified the planned changes saying, 
“Turkey needs judicial reforms that eliminate the possibility of 
organized cliques manipulating their constitutional powers to ad-
vance their own narrow goals.”8       

The economy was also shaken. Since December 17th, the Istanbul 
4 Ertan Aydin, “Turkey’s Failed Bureaucratic Coup,” Project Syndicate, January 10, 2014. Benjamin 
Harvey and Selcan Hacaoglu, “No Truce in Turkey as Erdogan Party Sees Graft Probe as Coup,” 
Bloomberg News, January 8, 2014. Dan Bilefsky and Sebnem Arsu, “Hundreds of Police Officers are 
Re-Assigned in Turkey,” The New York Times, January 7, 2014

5 “Fight over graft probe deepens as 16 police chiefs dismissed overnight,” Hurriyet Daily News, 
January 8, 2014

6 “Ruling AKP Party Submits Proposal to Parliament, Seeks to Restructure Top Legal Body,” Today’s 
Zaman, January 7, 2014 

7 Quote from EU report; see also Ali Aslan Kilic, “Opposition Says no Support for Government to 
Suppress judiciary,” Today’s Zaman, January 2, 2014; Semih Idiz, “Can Something Positive Come 
from This Scandal?” Hurriyet Daily News,  January 2, 2014,  Jean Marcou, “Turquie: le gouvernement 
et les juges face a face,” Observatoire de la Vie Politique Turque,  December 31, 2013.  

8 Ertan Aydin, “Turkey’s Failed Bureaucratic Coup,” Project Syndicate, January 10, 2014
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stock market (XU100) has lost 12 percent and the Turkish lira is 8 
percent down against the U.S. dollar.9 As many of the corruption 
allegations involve the construction sector, one of the main driv-
ers of the country’s recent growth, the economy is likely to suffer 
from a downturn in foreign and possibly domestic investment. 
With other accusations focusing on Halkbank, one of the main 
state banks, the previously respected banking sector’s reputation 
is at risk.   

In most democracies, the most efficient way to overcome 
such a crisis would be through elections. Turkey’s politi-
cal leadership could still call for snap parliamentary polls 
in 2014 rather than wait until 2015 when the legislature’s 
mandate runs out. At a time when institutions and politi-
cal party representatives are under such pressure, an early 
election could help restore government legitimacy, while 
almost guaranteeing an AKP win. 

In any case, local elections are planned for March 30, 
2014 and presidential ones for later in August. From the 
municipal races onwards, the polls will be viewed as a 
crucial test for the AKP, and for Erdoğan, who has indicat-
ed his wish to remain in power in some capacity until the 

Republic’s centennial in 2023. But the elections are also essential 
to help re-establish a sense of political stability and trust. For that, 
they have to be genuine, free and fair, to meet international stan-
dards, and leave little room for any fraud allegations. 

Turkey has in the past demonstrated a strong commitment to dem-
ocratic elections. There is a strong tradition of competition be-
tween parties; electoral institutions and laws are well established; 
participation is high and campaigns lively.10 Until now, separation 
of powers has been clear and most fundamental freedoms guar-
anteed. Trust in the electoral system has been high, violations of 
democratic procedure generally rare and international monitoring 
groups have assessed little need for extensive international obser-
vation, as takes place in other parts of the region. 

But the upcoming elections pose a greater set of challenges than 
in the past because of the growing uncertainty regarding Turkey’s 
democratic credentials. Since the 1980 coup d’état, political po-
larization has never been so deep; for the first time a president will 
be directly elected; crucial constitutional reform has stalled, and 

9 Mehul Srivastava and Benjamin Harvey, “Erdogan Eye on ‘Crazy Projects’ Links Turkey Scandal 
to Builders,” Bloomberg, January 5, 2014.

10 OSCE ODIHR Election Assessment Mission Report 2011, p.2.
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over the past couple of years freedom of media and free-
dom of expression have faced serious constraints. Due 
to deficiencies in the country’s election laws, much will 
depend on the work of the Supreme Board of Elections 
(YSK) and its ability to remain impartial, independent 
and apolitical. 

Three sets of elections, three sets of challenges 

In March 2014, citizens will elect a large number of local 
executive and legislative authorities including: metropoli-
tan city, provincial and town mayors, district heads and a 
host of municipal and provincial council representatives. 
The AKP won approximately 51 percent of all municipalities 
in 2009. Certain parts of the country are likely to remain out of 
reach, especially the western coast (which during the last local 
polls in 2009 tended to support the Republican People’s Party-
CHP) and the Kurdish-majority south east (which gave its support 
to the pro-Kurdish Democratic Society Party-DTP).11 Overall, in 
2009 DTP won in ten provinces, CHP in seven, and the Nation-
alist Movement Party (MHP) in two, compared with the AKP’s 
victory in 62 provinces.12 

In 2014 the race is likely to be particularly close in the 
major cities of Ankara, Istanbul and Izmir (the latter is 
currently controlled by the CHP). In these three cities, the 
main opposition CHP decided to back candidate that are 
well known and popular, but at least in Istanbul and An-
kara are also new to the party.13 The CHP has chosen to 
focus on electability rather than ideology or values as the 
main criteria for its candidates.14 The BDP will try to maintain the 
former DTP’s hold on the south east, but the AKP is betting that 
its votes from the region’s Kurdish majority will increase due to 
its engagement with the leader of the banned Kurdistan Workers’ 
Party (PKK) Abdullah Ocalan in 2013 and the traction they have 
gained by evoking Islamic Sunni solidarity.15  

11 DTP was later closed by the government and largely replaced by the Peace and Development 
Party (BDP)

12 Ali Çarkoğlu, “Turkey’s Local Elections of 2009: Winners and Losers,” Insight Turkey, Vol. 11, 
No 2, 2009, pp.1-18.

13 Mustafa Sarigul, mayor of Istanbul’s Sisli district and Mansur Yavaş former mayor of Ankara’s 
Beypazarı district will run for CHP in Istanbul and Ankara respectively. Aziz Kocaoğlu the current 
mayor will run again for İzmir.

14 Ezgi Basaran, “Poll Winners Will Become Our Candidates in Local Elections, Turkey’s Main 
Opposition Leader Says,” Hurriyet Daily News, October 28, 2013. 

15 Abdullah Ocalan has called on his followers not to get involved in the current AKP-Hizmet conflict. 
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While municipal elections are traditionally fought over lo-
cal issues,16 this time voters are likely to cast their votes 
based on national issues because of the political crisis and 
the temporal proximity between these polls and the presi-
dential race. It is possible that CHP, generally considered 
the party of the country’s secularists, along with the ultra-
nationalist MHP, will benefit from this. The two parties 
have their own image problems. They are often viewed as 
being old-fashioned, male-dominated, lacking a vision for 
sustainable economic growth, and unable to project politi-
cal confidence in an increasingly volatile region. During 
the Gezi protests, they kept a low profile. According to 

one survey at the time, some 41 percent of the Gezi participants 
said they voted for the CHP in 2011, but only 31 percent indicated 
they would do so now.17 Even if they no longer want to give their 
vote to the AKP, it is hard to imagine many religiously conscious 
Gülen supporters backing either the CHP or the MHP.18

The current party system works against change and rejuvenation. 
Within the main parties, internal rules and structures favor a small 
coterie of elders. Candidate lists and other important decisions 
rarely engage party branches. To be included on a party list gen-
erally requires the payment of a fee. Youth wings exist but many 
are frustrated by their lack of access to party leadership. Only the 
AKP has an extensive network of party branches that provide sup-
port and services to their members. The AKP is also the party that 
most extensively conducts polls to determine what issues matter 
most to its voters. 

Municipal elections could have offered the best chance for the de-
velopment of a new political party, despite the restrictive rules for 
the establishment of new parties at the local level.19 For example, 

“Those who want to set our country ablaze once again with the fire of a coup should know that we will 
not throw gasoline on this fire. They will find us to be against every coup attempt just as we always 
have been.” January 11, 2014 at http://rojavareport.wordpress.com/2014/01/11/ocalan-we-will-not-
throw-gasoline-on-this-fire/. Link tweeted by @fgeerdink on January 12, 2014. 

16 Ali Çarkoğlu, “Turkey’s Local Elections of 2009: Winners and Losers,” Insight Turkey, Vol. 11, 
No 2, 2009, pp.1-18.

17 Survey carried out by Konda Research and Consultancy, “Who are They, Why are They There and 
What do They Demand?” June 6-7, 2013.

18 Erdoğan believes that Hizmet votes are 3 percent in total and that at least 1.5 percent will vote 
for Erdoğan because there is no alternative. Hizmet believes that its voting power is 6 percent 
alone and that it can influence the voting preferences of at least 20 percent. Turkish analyst, email 
correspondence, January 8, 2014. See also Mahir Zeynalov, “Who will Hizmet Support in Local 
Elections?,” Today’s Zaman blog, January 12, 2014 

19 They are similar to those applied for groups seeking registration for state wide polls. According to 
Law no 298 on General Principles on Elections , political parties must have formed their organizations 

While municipal elections 
are traditionally fought 
over local issues,  this 

time voters are likely to 
cast their votes based on 
national issues because 

of the political crisis and 
the temporal proximity 

between these polls and 
the presidential race. 

44

Caucasus International



a split occurred in the Kurdish BDP, leading to the creation of the 
People’s Democratic Party (HDP) in autumn 2013, which aims 
to appeal to more leftist voters.20 Even though Hizmet has always 
underlined its role as a civil society movement rather than a po-
litical one, it could have backed activists wishing to create a new 
party. But that window has now closed with the December 30th de-
cision by the Supreme Board of Elections (YSK) that only parties 
that met the registration conditions six months prior to the March 
2014 polls can run in those races. Twenty-five parties qualify to 
run in the March elections, but besides HDP, none are particularly 
new or focused on finding a social democratic alternative to the 
existing options.21

In 2014, municipal elections will for the first time be 
held under the new legislation passed in 2012, which cre-
ated twenty-nine metropolitan municipalities. This has 
changed some electoral boundaries. Setting new elec-
tions boundaries with the express purpose of creating an 
advantage for a party in power is common even in ma-
ture democracies, and is known as “gerrymandering” in 
the U.S. It is difficult to determine whether the AKP has 
changed the boundaries in order to create an advantage at elec-
tion time. But research by Crisis Group in the southern district of 
Hatay found that there is a perception among some respondents 
that new boundaries, which divide the provincial capital Antakya 
in two, were drawn along ethnic lines—Sunni versus Arab Al-
evi.22 In Izmir, where the mayor is currently a CHP member, there 
is concern that the inclusion of traditionally more conservative 
suburbs into the new metropolitan municipality will give AKP an 
advantage. To diminish such perceptions, the authorities still have 
opportunities to make the criteria for the assignment of electoral 
borders public.   

Even though there is likely to be significant focus on the mu-
nicipal elections, ultimately, the powers of local governments are 

in at least half of the cities (of the country) at least six months prior to the election date and have 
held their general assembly to qualify to run in elections for MPs, mayorships, local and provincial 
councils. Turkey’s centralized republican tradition does not favor the development of local level 
politics or political forces which could be seen as federalist.

20 The HDP has allocated a 10 percent quota for lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) 
candidates and 50 percent for women. It is fielding Sirri Sureyya Onder, who was a leader of the Gezi 
protests, as its Istanbul mayoral candidate. Orhan Kemal Cengiz, Al Monitor, November 7, 2013. 

21 For full list see  http://www.ysk.gov.tr/ysk/docs/Kararlar/2013Pdf/2013-622.pdf.

22 Crisis Group Europe Report No. 225, Blurring the Borders: Syrian Spillover Risks for Turkey, 
April 30, 2013, p.22.
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limited in Turkey’s highly centralized system.23 Consultation with 
local community groups is minimal. As the European Union (EU) 
noted in its 2012 progress report on Turkey, new legislation re-
centralized government powers, mainly in the fields of land use 
planning and urban renewal, and few city councils function ef-
fectively. The Law on Metropolitan Municipalities did not imple-
ment the “Council of Europe recommendations on strengthening 
municipalities through devolution of powers or enabling them to 
raise their own revenue”, noted the EU in 2013.24 

Women are also barely represented at the local level. Cur-
rently they make up less than 1 percent of mayors, hold 
4.2 percent of city council seats and 3.3 percent of pro-
vincial assembly seats.25 According to statistics from the 
Turkish women’s organization KA-DER there are only 26 
women out of the 2950 local executive heads (mayors of 
various types). BDP is the only major party whose charter 
sets out a clear “gender” quota of 40 percent, talks of posi-
tive discrimination and has pledged equal male/female 
party leadership.26 It has proposed that female candidates 
run for mayor in Diyarbakir, the main Kurdish city in the 

south east, as well as in thirty-one other local races. CHP also has 
thirty mayoral candidates (at different levels) so far. 27

After the March elections, the country’s attention will quickly turn 
to the presidential contest scheduled for August 2014. For the first 
time in Turkey’s republican history, the president will be directly 
elected. Previously, the president was chosen by a two-thirds par-
liamentary majority.28 The decision to make the president directly 
accountable to the people was made in 2007 after Abdullah Gül, 
the incumbent, was unable to secure the necessary number of par-
liamentary votes needed to accede to the post.29 

At the time, it was widely assumed that constitutional reforms 

23 The March elections will not affect provincial governors who are prime ministerial appointees.

24 European Union Progress Report Turkey 2013, p.8.

25 The representation of women in parliament has nevertheless increased from 9.1 percent after the 
2007 elections to 14 percent today. See OSCE ODIHR Election Assessment Mission Report 2011, 
p.23. 

26 The BDP statute is available at http://www.bdp.org.tr/tr/?page_id=2.

27 CHP MP response via Twitter @Aykan_Erdemir january 13, 2004

28 In 2007 the CHP boycotted the parliamentary vote and argued that a quorum of 367 attendees 
was needed to vote on the president. The Constitutional Court annulled the first round of presidential 
elections in parliament on the grounds that the two-third quorum was not present. 

29 For Gül to finally accede to his post a snap parliamentary election had to be held on July 22, 
2007. The AKP secured enough MPs to vote for Gül in August 2007.  
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would be passed to increase presidential powers and move Turkey 
from a parliamentary republic closer to a presidential one.30 Even 
though it is highly debatable whether Turkey would benefit from 
such a change, a directly-elected president is likely to feel that he 
has more popular legitimacy than his predecessors. 

A Constitutional Preparatory Commission was set up in 2011 to 
reform the current constitution, including executive powers, but 
failed to deliver. AKP leadership has suggested that it might intro-
duce its own draft constitution to the Turkish National Assembly, 
and if it cannot secure the required 367 votes (of 550) to pass it 
without going to a referendum, then it would take it to a public 
vote (requiring between 330-367 MPs). But the political climate 
since the Gezi events this summer weighs against a referendum, 
which would require a majority of ‘yes’ votes to pass.31   

In 2014, Turkey will see its first presidential election and cam-
paign.32 The law and by-lines stipulating how the elections will 
be held are still being worked out, and are likely to be highly de-
pendent on the YSK’s interpretations.33 Any Turkish citizen over 
forty, with a higher education and eligible to serve as an MP can 
run. Nominations require signatures from twenty MPs. The can-
didate with the absolute majority of valid votes is elected, and if 
no one obtains 50 percent, a second round is held between the 
two top candidates. Under the new system the president is still 
expected to be non-partisan, and thus to sever his party relations.34  

Turkey has been rife with speculation about presidential candi-
dates, especially the possibility that President Gül and Prime Min-
ister Erdoğan might run against each other, following the Consti-
tutional Court’s ruling in June 2012 that Gül could serve a full 
seven-year term (until 2014) and run again for the presidency, al-

30 Currently the Turkish president may summon meetings of the National Assembly, promulgate laws, 
return laws for reconsideration to the Assembly and ratify international treaties. He appoints the prime 
minister, convenes and presides over meetings of the Council of Ministers when he deems it necessary 
and calls new elections of the National Assembly. He is authorized to dispatch the armed forces and 
declare martial law. He has various appointment powers including of key judicial authorities. For 
more, see tccb.gov.tr.

31 Most parliamentary decisions in Turkey are made by an absolute majority which the AKP with 
some 320 seats out of 550 can easily secure today. It does not however have the two-thirds required to 
make constitutional amendments.

32 It is largely assumed that the elections will be held in August 2014. But if the office of the president 
is vacated for any reason, elections shall be held within sixty days following the vacancy. 

33 The only constitutional amendment made so far is to Article 79, to say that the general conduct and 
supervision of election of the president shall be subject to the same provisions relating to the election 
of deputies.

34 Article 101 of the Constitution clearly states that the president shall be impartial.

47 

 Vol.3 • No: 4 • Winter 2013-2014



beit only for a five-year term. This has been fueled by the 
“good-bad cop” public image the two have taken on, with 
the president offering conciliatory words after the prime 
minister’s tough statements. Gül often gains higher pub-
lic approval ratings than Erdoğan, and may also have re-
tained greater trust among liberals, Hizmet members and 
Turkey’s international supporters in the EU and U.S., but 
he is not considered to have control over the AKP party 
machinery to the same degree as the prime minister. 

Erdoğan has repeatedly said that he would run for the post 
if his party asked him to. Under current AKP rules he can-
not run for a fourth consecutive term as prime minister. 
Gül has been less open about his plans, which could in-
clude a run for the presidency, or for the post of Prime 
Minister if Erdoğan vacates the post. 

Turkish analysts generally believe that the AKP’s local elections 
results will be the main factor in Erdoğan’s calculations on wheth-
er or not to run for president, and predict that if AKP does not get 
the 50 percent it won in the 2011 parliamentary polls, Erdoğan is 
unlikely to run for the presidency.35 If he were to lift his party’s 
prohibition on four consecutive terms in elected office, Erdoğan 
could simply stay on as prime minister.36  

At the same time, the AKP could decide to move the 
2015 parliamentary elections forward to coincide with the 
presidential contest. This would likely increase the AKP’s 
advantage and give its preferred presidential candidate a 
clear boost, via the AKP’s parliamentary campaign. But in 
principle, as the president is constitutionally non-partisan, 
i.e. supposed to serve the state above the political fray, 
he should not rely on party funding or structures for his 
campaign. 

During the last parliamentary elections in June 2011, 
Erdoğan’s AKP took just under 50 percent of the vote, the 
Republican People’s Party (CHP) 26 percent, and the Na-
tionalist Movement Party (MHP) 13 percent. Even though 

fifteen parties ran in the elections, none outside the top three 
gained more than 1.25 percent of the vote. Kurdish candidates ran 

35 Murat Yetkin, “2014: Turkey’s Year of Destiny,” Hurriyet Daily News, 2 January 2014.

36 Lifting the self-imposed three-term limit for members of parliament has been discussed over 
the past year. Most recently see interview with Osman Can, AKP Central Committee member, in 
Benjamin Harvey and Selcan Hacaoglu, “No Truce in Turkey as Erdogan Party Sees Graft Probe as 
Coup,” Bloomberg News, 8 January 2014.
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as independents and secured twenty seats. The current system of 
seat allocation is based on closed lists and follows the D’Hondt 
method, which tends to favor larger parties. Candidates also need 
to win many more votes in western Turkey’s urban areas than in 
the more rural regions. For example, the MP representing Tunceli 
in 2011 won 28,800 votes compared to his colleague in Istanbul-1 
constituency who gathered 112,500 votes.37

If the parliamentary elections are held in 2014, it is unlikely that 
party representation in parliament will change fundamentally 
even though the AKP is likely to lose some seats.38 No new party 
besides HDP has been established. Rumors that there might be 
a rift in the AKP before the next parliamentary poll have been 
rife since at least summer 2013, but have gathered force since the 
December corruption scandal. Seven AKP MPs resigned in De-
cember 2013; however they made no statements claim-
ing that they left to launch a new political alternative, and 
none of the men has the domestic popularity needed to 
quickly build a dynamic opposition to the ruling party. 
The same goes for the ministers who were shuffled out 
of government in December 2013. Many leading AKP 
politicians who are banned by an internal party rule to 
run for a fourth mandate could also join a splinter par-
ty, but so far none has expressed such an intention.  
 
The earlier the parliamentary elections, the less likely it is that 
an AKP splinter group could compete. It can be assumed that as 
in the local polls, the YSK will determine that new parties need 
to meet all the necessary conditions to run at least six months 
before an election is held. Political parties that are not yet in par-
liament must meet extensive requirements to participate in polls, 
including proving that they have registered offices and a full list 
of candidates in at least half of the provinces. Parties cannot make 
coalitions to overcome these requirements.

Over the past years there has been much talk about lowering the 
existing ten percent national electoral thresholds to get into parlia-
ment.39 As the highest threshold in Europe, this standard has been 
deemed “excessive” by the European Court of Human Rights 

37 OSCE ODIHR Election Assessment Mission Report 2011, p.11.

38 AKP, CHP and MHP are again likely to be the only parties that can pass the 10 percent threshold. 
Polls are highly politicized in Turkey. One recent polls gives AKP 42.3%, CHP 29.8% and MHP 
18.7%, Sonar Haber, January 9, 2014 at http://www.sonarhaber.com/album-p5-aid,595.html#galeri, 
another poll by Denge gives AKP 47.5%, CHP 28.9% and MHP 12.7% tweeted by @memetsimsek 
(Turkish Minister of Finance) January 10, 2014

39 The Council of Europe has repeatedly criticized Turkey for the high threshold. 
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(ECHR). To overcome it, the Kurdish-identified Peace 
and Democracy Party (BDP) has supported independent 
candidates instead of party lists in 2011. But it is much 
harder to win seats through this route, and requires ex-
tensive organization. Some opposition parties have also 
in the past entered into coalitions to try to overcome the 
10 percent barrier, but in general have had little success.40 

Only parties that pass the 10 percent threshold in parliamentary 
elections qualify for state funds. Even elected independent candi-
dates get nothing. 

The Constitutional Preparatory Commission was supposed to ad-
dress the threshold issue but after it failed overall, Erdoğan pro-
posed three alternatives as part of his “democratization package” 
in September 2013. He suggested keeping the 10 percent national 
threshold, decreasing the threshold to 5 percent while implement-
ing a narrowed constituency system, or setting up a single-mem-
ber district system with no threshold. Since then, this appears to 
have dropped off the legislative agenda. Even if one of the chang-
es were made, it is unlikely that party diversity would increase 
in parliament. The democratization package also sought to ease 
conditions for the establishment of political parties, to reduce the 
threshold for political party budget support, remove restrictions 
on political party membership and the use of languages other than 
Turkish in political campaigning. These initiatives have yet to 
pass into law.41

The broader electoral environment

While several unknowns remain regarding the mechanics 
of the upcoming Turkish elections, it is the wider politi-
cal environment that is likely to pose the most significant 
challenges to the holding of free and fair elections. 

For elections to be free, all citizens should be able to en-
joy their fundamental rights, the freedoms of expression, 
association, peaceful assembly and movement. Voters 
should have a genuine choice and not be under any influ-
ence or pressure, especially from state structures. Elec-
tions are considered fair if all candidates compete on an 
equal playing field, with unimpeded access to the media 

40 For example the Social Democratic Party joined CHP and the True Path (DYP) and Motherland 
parties (ANAVATAN) previously united as the Democratic Party.  

41 In its recent report, the European Commission noted a lack of progress on alignment with European 
standards of laws on the closure of political parties or on the financing of political parties and election 
campaigns. See European Commission, Turkey 2013 Progress Report, October 16, 2013, p.8. 
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on a non-discriminatory basis, under campaign finance regula-
tions that do not discriminate, and a clear separation between state 
and party so that administrative resources are not used to benefit 
any specific party or candidate.42 

Past elections in Turkey have been assessed as democratic. Even 
when political tensions have run high, the Organization of Secu-
rity and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) concluded that:

“The overall conduct of the elections represents a no-
table achievement against a background of political ten-
sions which arose in the spring of 2007 [...] The elections 
demonstrated the resilience of the election process in Tur-
key, characterized by pluralism and a high level of public 
confidence.”43 

Since starting its EU accession negotiations in 2005, Turkey’s 
progress in meeting the Copenhagen political criteria has also 
been acknowledged. These criteria require institutional stability, 
guaranteeing democracy, the rule of law, and human rights. 

Campaigning has always been vibrant and free, even if also ex-
tremely negative and aggressive. Campaign events have never 
met the same kind of heavy-handed police response faced by un-
sanctioned rallies organized since the Gezi events, although vio-
lence against party premises, mainly the AKP’s, has been reported 
in the past. AKP in particular has proven to operate a highly pro-
fessional campaign machine. Erdoğan seems to enjoy addressing 
large rallies across the country, which he has done not only during 
campaigning periods but also during the Gezi protests and again 
in December 2013. When the campaign formally starts the onus 
will be on the AKP to use its own party funds rather than adminis-
trative resources to guarantee an equal playing field. 

Nevertheless, there has been some backsliding in several 
key democratization areas. These setbacks may threaten 
the government’s ability to hold free and fair elections in 
2014-2015. 

Most crucially, trust in the Turkish press has plummeted. 
During the Gezi protests in summer 2013, the main tele-
vision networks were extremely hesitant to provide any 
coverage. In a poll conducted in June by MetroPol, 53 

42 Election Observation Handbook (Warsaw: OSCE ODIHR, 2010), p.22.

43 Republic of Turkey: Early Parliamentary Elections (Warsaw: OSCE ODIHR, July 22, 2007),  p.1.
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percent said that the press is not free.44 Journalists talk increasing-
ly openly about heated anti-independent press rhetoric from the 
government, self-censorship, losing their jobs over critical pieces, 
and the threat of jail sentences. The Committee to Protect Journal-
ists calculated in December 2013 that forty persons working in 
the Turkish press are languishing in jail on various charges, mak-
ing Turkish the biggest incarcerator of journalists in the world.45 
State officials themselves continued to launch suits against critical 
journalists and writers, including for Twitter messages. In its 2013 
Press Freedom Index, Reporters Without Borders ranked Turkey 
154th out of 179 countries for its press freedom. During the De-
cember 2013 corruption crisis, the organization issued a statement 
saying that “[b]y trying to impose pre- and post-publication cen-
sorship on coverage of a major anti-corruption investigation tar-
geting the heart of the government,” the authorities “are increas-
ing the already remarkable opacity that cloaks leading political 
issues and judicial cases in Turkey to the detriment of the public’s 
right to know.”46

In past elections, the media has tended to play a positive 
role, contributing to a vibrant campaign climate.47 At the 
same time, private TV channels have generally given the 
majority of airtime to the ruling party/government, and 
the regulator does not interpret the media’s obligation to 
be impartial during the campaign as requiring the equality 
of coverage of electoral contestants.48 In an environment 
where much of the media is controlled by large econom-
ic groups, with economic interests and ties to the ruling 
government, maintaining an equal playing field between 

candidates will pose a substantial challenge, especially at the 
presidential level. As in 2011, it will be good if political parties 
receive free airtime on the public broadcaster and can purchase 
airtime from other broadcasters under the same conditions for all 
campaigning. 

44 http://www.metropoll.com.tr/

45 Nina Ognianova, “Turkey – World’s Top Press Jailer Once More,” CPJ blog, December 18, 2013. 

46 Reporters without Borders, “Journalists Scapegoats Again in Latest Political Crisis,”  December 
25, 2013. 

47 The broadcasting authority, the Radio and Television Supreme Council (RTÜK), is tasked with 
monitoring national private broadcasters for infringements, including unbalanced coverage. It has 
sanctioned broadcasters with program suspensions due to repetitions of violations in the past.

48 OSCE ODIHR Election Assessment Mission Report 2011, p.19-20; OSCE ODIHR Elections 
Assessment Report,  July 22, 2007, p.18-19. 
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So far, the Supreme Board of Elections (YSK), which consists 
of seven members elected from among the jurists at the Supreme 
Court of Appeals and the Council of State, is widely seen as pro-
fessional and impartial. Recent talk of governmental efforts to 
reduce the independence of the Council of State and Supreme 
Board of Judges and Prosecutors (HSYK) has not spread to the 
YSK. This is very encouraging for the fairness of the upcoming 
elections. However, the YSK decisions, which tend to be wide 
ranging due to inadequacies and lack of clarity in existing legisla-
tion, have not been immune to criticism in the past.49 Much of the 
elections’ success will again depend on the YSK’s impartiality 
and professionalism. 

Especially amongst government opponents, rumors abound about 
inflated voter registries, tampering of elections results, bussing of 
voters to several polling stations and other electoral violations, 
but there has been little detailed or verifiable evidence of this. The 
YSK has pledged that for 2014, election protocols will be signed 
by polling stations supervisors and published online.50 

Monitoring of campaign spending and adherence to caps on dona-
tions to candidates and parties is limited. Presidential candidates 
are supposed to finance their campaign through citizen donations 
put into special “election accounts.” Apparently an individual 
cannot donate more than 8,259 TL (approximately 4500 USD), 
but how this will be monitored and whether corporate entities can 
offer donations is unclear. The Law on Political Parties allows 
firms to donate to political parties, but puts a limit (currently 2000 
TL annually) on donations by private persons or firms.  But leg-
islation on party income and expenditures as well as campaign 
financing is weak. Political parties and independent candidates 
disclose their campaign related income and expenditures but there 
are no limits on spending, and verification of documents does not 
always happen. Important recommendations by an expert Council 
of Europe body on party funding transparency have not yet been 
fully implemented.51

49 OSCE ODIHR Election Assessment Mission Report 2011, p.3. The OSCE went so far as to 
recommend that YSK “should refrain from issuing decisions that conflict with the legislation,” p.5.

50 “YSK Chairman Promises More Transparency in Polls,” Today’s Zaman, August 21, 2013.

51 Republic of Turkey Parliamentary Elections 12 June 2011, OSCE/ODIHR Needs Assessment 
Report 30 March-1 April (Warsaw: OSCE/ODIHR, April 13, 2011), p.9. GRECO (Group of States 
of the Council of Europe) of the Council of Europe has been working closely with Turkey since 2010 
on transparency of party funding. It provided a series of nine recommendations, and its 2012 report 
found that none of them have been fully implemented. It concluded: “the reform process is still at a 
very early stage and no tangible results – with a few exceptions, such as the adoption of legislation on 
campaign funding of presidential candidates – have been achieved to date, it is not yet possible to draw 
final conclusions and to assess whether GRECO’s recommendations are being dealt with satisfactorily. 
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Local and international election monitoring groups can 
help ensure that the upcoming elections meet international 
standards and do not become another source of contro-
versy. In this regard, the key organization is the Organi-
zation for Security and Cooperation in Europe’s (OSCE) 
Office for Democratization and Human Rights (ODIHR). 
It has been criticized for allegedly exceeding its mandate 
by countries such as Russia and Azerbaijan, which want 
to establish more stringent rules for the organization’s 
work.52 International monitoring groups like the Europe-

an Stability Initiative (ESI), on the other hand, have accused the 
OSCE of not doing enough. 

Despite these criticisms, OSCE ODIHR is the one international 
body that has over twenty years of election monitoring experi-
ence, having observed or assessed some 250 elections processes 
and substantial election-related commitments by participating 
states like Turkey.53 ODIHR has traditionally had a big a presence 
at elections in Turkey’s neighborhood, with some 220 observ-
ers in Russia (2011 State Duma elections), 445 in Albania (2013 
parliamentary elections) and 350 in Georgia (2013 presidential 
elections). In Turkey’s 2011 elections, it only deployed an elec-
tions assessment mission with nineteen observers based on the 
OSCE preliminary needs assessment that found that interlocutors 
in country “did not raise serious and systematic concerns with 
regards to election day procedures.”54 The OSCE does not tradi-
tionally monitor local elections and there are no plans to do so in 
Turkey in March. It is likely to seek an invitation to observe the 
upcoming parliamentary and presidential polls, and a larger full 
observation mission would be valuable. 

Not only is Turkey reluctant to accept large numbers of interna-
tional monitors, there are few local observation groups. Despite 

It would appear, however, that some (planned) measures would not fully meet the requirements of 
the recommendations, in particular, as regards the strengthening of the monitoring mechanism which 
clearly needs to adopt a much more pro-active approach than in the past.” Third Evaluation Round, 
Compliance Report on Turkey, GRECO (Strasbourg: March 23, 2012), p.18 

52 Address by H.E. Elmar Mammadyarov, Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Azerbaijan, 
20th meeting of the OSCE Ministerial Council, Kiev, December 6, 2013. Address by H.E. Sergey 
Lavrov, Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, 20th meeting of the OSCE Ministerial 
Council, Kiev, December 5, 2013. 

53 “All OSCE participating states have committed themselves to invite international observers from 
other OSCE participating states, ODIHR, and the OSCE Parliamentary Assembly to their elections. 
As such, the states recognize that election observation can play an important role in promoting 
transparency and accountability, as well as enhancing public confidence in the electoral process.” See 
OSCE ODIHR Election Observation Handbook, p.13. See also OSCE Copenhagen Document (1990).

54 Republic of Turkey Parliamentary Elections 12 June 2011, OSCE/ODIHR Needs Assessment 
Report 30 March-1 April (Warsaw: OSCE/ODIHR, April 13, 2011), p.11.
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previous OSCE recommendations, domestic legislation 
does not explicitly provide access for international and 
civil society observers to all stages of the electoral pro-
cess. Outside the press, detailed analysis of electoral pro-
cesses is rare. The kind of monitoring and mapping of 
election day violations, as seen most recently in Russia, 
for example, does not happen in Turkey.55 Observation 
duties are largely left to political parties who are very ac-
tive on election day, reviewing copies of precinct elec-
toral protocols and on some occasions organizing parallel 
vote tabulations. But this does not replace the full-scale 
campaign, election-day and post-election monitoring and 
analysis by independent non-partisan groups, which often 
helps strengthen trust and transparency in the electoral process.  

Using elections to build trust and overcome the current crisis

2014 will be the year of elections in Turkey. Due to the highly 
polarized political environment, there are many concerns that the 
polls will fuel the current crisis and contribute to the further weak-
ening of the investment climate. However, the country has dem-
onstrated in the past that even when political tensions are high, 
electoral laws, institutions and high voter turnout have ensure a 
free and fair process, where very few express a sense of disen-
franchisement. 

Several steps could still be taken by the government to 
improve the competitive climate: lowering the threshold 
to enter parliament, relaxing requirements for new parties 
to participate in polls, explaining the boundaries of new 
electoral districts to the public, clamping down on attacks 
on independent media, ensuring that state resources are 
not unfairly used to support the governing party’s cam-
paign, allowing for full international and domestic elec-
tion observation and ensuring the independence of the 
Supreme Election Board. 

Turkey’s current corruption crisis is destabilizing the 
country, but its national institutions, especially the judi-
ciary, and its solid democratic tradition place the country 
in a very different league to its neighbors east and south, and help 
justify its EU candidacy. But the events in December 2013 and 
January 2014 have made all too clear how the rule of law can be 
undermined. In the same vein, electoral fraud, previously unheard 

55 Though Russia’s main elections watchdog - Golos - is being pursued by the government and 
Russian courts for failing to register under the new “foreign agent” law. 
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of, could become tempting. But the weakness of the current oppo-
sition and the government’s ability to dictate the dates of the com-
ing polls makes it unnecessary for the AKP to take such measures 
in order to retain power. Turkey and the AKP are in for a challeng-
ing year but democratic institutions and practice still offer a way 
out of the current crisis.     
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This article analyzes the pre-election periods in Armenia in February 2013 and in 
Georgia in October 2013 respectively. The outcomes of 2012 parliamentary elec-
tions in both states are analyzed in order to explain the specific conditions in each 
state’s most recent presidential election. The article compares the two states’ do-
mestic political situations, focusing in particular on relations between governments 
and opposition, as well as relevant aspects of the international political context.

The article also provides detailed account of the developments in Armenia following 
the presidential elections, as the one-year period following the elections has already 
given rise to some specific outcomes, with both domestic and international implica-
tions. In particular, the abrupt policy shift towards further integration with Russia in-
stead of initialing the EU Association Agreement may pose a new threat of regional 
destabilization, as Russian military presence on Armenian territory will increase.
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The presidential elections in February 2013 consoli-
dated the power monopoly for which the Republican 

Party of Armenia had been striving. Before that, in May 
2012, the party had won a majority in the National Assem-
bly, gaining 70 of 131 seats. It formed a coalition with its 
satellite Rule of Law party, which held six seats. The re-
election campaign of the incumbent president Serzh Sarg-
syan in February 2013 was not easy, however. Although 
his main rival in the previous presidential elections, Ar-
menia’s first president Levon Ter-Petrossian, decided not 
to run, and his supporters from the Armenian National 
Congress did not endorse any other candidate, former for-
eign minister Raffi Hovhannissian received 36.75 percent 
of votes – an unprecedented result for an opposition can-
didate. American-born Hovhannissian managed to run a 
successful campaign without relying on traditional local 
campaign methods, which may partly explain his success, 
as well as by the large number of strategic voters whose 
main priority was Sargsyan’s defeat. However, Hovhan-
nissian was unable to mobilize large-scale post-election 
protests despite claims about election fraud, and any po-
tential for unrest soon faded. Nor did the Yerevan city 
council elections in May 2013 provide a further platform 

for political protest. In a similar situation in 2008, Ter-Petrossian, 
who according to the official declaration had won about 21.1 
percent of votes, had organized mass demonstrations of around 
300,000 people. The protests had only ended following the use 
of force on 1 March 2008, when 10 people were shot, and martial 
law was declared.

The usual problems concerning the organization of elections were 
not solved before the February 2013 elections. Following the 
2012 parliamentary elections, a group of local and foreign experts 
had mentioned that 

‘political parties and candidates were generally provided 
with equal campaigning rights and fair access to the me-
dia. Instances of violence during the campaign, on Elec-
tion Day and afterwards were few and far between, in 
sharp contrast to previous national elections. However, 
on the other hand, abuse of administrative resources, 
vote-buying, political pressure on public and private sec-
tor employees alike, were even worse than in previous 
elections.’1 

1 Iryna Solonenko (ed.), European Integration Index for Eastern Partnership Countries, Kyiv: K.I.S. 
Publishing, 2012, p. 36.
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It can be argued that the same problems were present during the 
2013 presidential elections, and that the situation actually deterio-
rated during the Yerevan city council elections in May 2013.

Political context of the post-election period in Armenia

After the elections, the Armenian government might ap-
pear well-positioned to amend laws and advance reforms, 
as the president enjoys the support of the parliamentary 
majority, and there are no nationwide elections scheduled 
until 2017. As negotiations on the Association Agreement 
with the European Union were ongoing, the European 
Commission and other international bodies expected Ar-
menia to implement reforms. In a country progress report pub-
lished in March 2013, the European Commission made several 
specific requests to the Armenian authorities, including to investi-
gate the deaths that occurred during clashes following the March 
2008 presidential elections, to amend the legislation on broadcast-
ing in compliance with the recommendations of the OSCE and the 
Council of Europe, to ensure pluralism in the broadcasting media, 
to adopt a law on conscience and religious freedoms in line with 
international standards, to harmonize anti-discrimination legisla-
tion with the EU acquis in the areas of gender equality and non-
discrimination, and so forth. At the same time, the Commission 
acknowledged progress in negotiations on the Association Agree-
ment and the ongoing implementation of macro-economic poli-
cies and structural reforms.2

However, despite all these various prompts, weak implementation 
remained a challenge. Previously, it had been noted that ‘despite 
certain achievements on the institutional, formal level, such as 
adopting laws, signing agreements and reorganizing structures, 
qualitative improvements in the key areas are either taking place 
slowly or are not happening at all.’3 For instance, 23 laws aim-
ing at improving of the business climate were adopted, while in 
practice there were ‘no signs that the monopolies that control the 
most profitable segments of business are losing market share, or 
that market competition has increased.’4

2 ‘ENP Country Progress Report 2012 – Armenia,’ MEMO/13/242, European Commission, 20 March 
2013. Available online:  http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_MEMO-13-242_en.htm (accessed on 25 
March 2013).

3 European Integration Index for Eastern Partnership Countries, p. 37.

4 Ibid.
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After the 2013 elections, the government failed to gain popular 
legitimacy because of ubiquitous corruption and abuse of power. 
Most top officials have significant business interests and routinely 
misuse their powers, while the oligarchs who entered politics with 
the intent to gain preferential treatment and ‘protection’ for their 
businesses comprise a significant proportion of the parliamentary 
coalition. There was some hope in relation to the planned initial-
ing of the EU-Armenia Association Agreement, which experts 
viewed as a likely stimulus for democratic development and eco-
nomic growth. The Agreement was often spoken of as the last 
chance for improving the current domestic situation and reducing 
dependence on Russia. The views of Ambassador David Shahnaz-
aryan, director of Yerevan-based think-tank Center for Political 
and Legal Studies ‘Concord’ summarize the views of supporters 
of EU integration. In one interview, Shahnazaryan noted that Rus-
sia’s drastic increase in gas prices soon after the 2013 presidential 
elections put ‘political pressure on Armenia, which aims at pre-
venting […] the signing of the EU Association agreement. […] 
these pressures exerted by Russia will be continuous and will not 
be confined to use of gas levers.’ Shahnazaryan also argued that 
‘the Association Agreement […] is an unprecedented opportunity 
for Armenia to switch from a criminal oligarchic country to a de-
veloping state. […] If we miss this opportunity, Armenia will be 
set back, and morals, which exist in Russia, will take root – perse-
cutions of opposition and civil society.’5

Foreign experts also acknowledged Armenia’s vulnerability as a 
consequence of its heavy dependence on Russia. For instance, a 
publication by Warsaw-based Center for Eastern Studies noted: 

‘Moscow has demonstrated its ability to influence Yere-
van by announcing an extreme, almost 70 percent, gas 
price rise […] It cannot be ruled out that the intention be-
hind Russia’s pressure on Armenia is aimed at impeding 
its dialogue with the EU […] Initialling the Association 
Agreement contradicts the plans of Armenia’s accession 
to the Customs Union and Moscow has been seeking this 
for a long time now.’6

5 Emma Gabrielyan, ‘Strategic pressure of the strategic ally,’ Aravot, 24 May 2013. Available online:  
http://en.aravot.am/2013/05/24/154474 (accessed on 25 May 2013).

6 Aleksandra Jarosiewicz, ‘The Southern Caucasus is turning into a Russian playground,’ OSW 
Eastweek weekly analytical newsletter No. 18, 22 May 2013. Available online: http://www.osw.waw.
pl/en/publikacje/eastweek/2013-05-22/southern-caucasus-turning-a-russian-playground 
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Consequences of the political monopoly

The defectiveness of a political system wherein a single 
party holds a power monopoly in the absence of a mean-
ingful opposition was thrown into relief by President 
Sargsyan’s policy U-turn. His unexpected decision not to 
initial the Association Agreement with the EU but to start 
preparations for joining the Russia-led Customs Union 
was announced during a visit to Moscow on 3 Septem-
ber, and it came as a surprise not only to EU officials but 
also to Armenian government officials. The EU-Armenia 
negotiations on the Association Agreement and a Deep and Com-
prehensive Free Trade Area (DCFTA) had been finalized just six 
weeks earlier, and a few days before President Sargsyan’s visit 
to Moscow, Prime Minister Tigran Sargsyan and deputy foreign 
minister Shavarsh Kocharyan made statements about the impos-
sibility of joining the Customs Union. In fact, the president made 
his decision unilaterally, without consulting the parliament or the 
government. The parliament’s failure to act as an independent 
branch of power was demonstrated, as there have been no hear-
ings concerning this seemingly abrupt change of direction, and 
there is practically no doubt that the president’s decisions will be 
rubber-stamped.

The absence of a system of checks and balances – an im-
portant indicator of a functioning democracy – was further 
demonstrated by Russia’s growing influence over Arme-
nia’s security sector and its economy. There have been no 
parliamentary or public hearings concerning the plans to 
increase Russian military presence in Armenia, including 
the deployment of battle helicopters and airborne troops, 
as well as the modernization of MIG-29 fighter planes. 
The planes that have so far been used as part of the CIS 
joint air defense will be able not only to intercept airborne 
targets but also to attack targets on the ground. According 
to a Russian newspaper, after following all the planned 
adjustments, the military base will have the capacity to 
engage in both defensive and offensive operations, including the 
capacity to engage airborne troops within a range of 500 kilom-
eters.7

7 Vladimir Mukhin, ‘Capability of the Russian military base in Armenia will increase,’ Nezavisimaya 
gazeta, 21 October 2013. Available online:  http://www.ng.ru/armies/2013-10-21/1_forpost.html 
(accessed on 21 October 2013).
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Russia’s ongoing monopolization of Armenia’s energy sector

During President Vladimir Putin’s visit to Armenia on 2 Decem-
ber 2013, several agreements were signed, including an agree-
ment providing for Russian Gazprom’s acquisition of the remain-
ing 20 percent of shares of Armenia’s gas distribution network. 
During the parliamentary debates following Putin’s visit, the 
government explained the need for this handover due to its debt 
of over 300 million USD to gas supplier ArmRusGazprom, ac-
cumulated since 2011. Typically, it turned out that parliament, as 
well as some cabinet members had not been aware of this massive 
debt, as minister-chancellor, former minister of finance Vacheh 
Gabrielyan admitted in a Radio Liberty interview.8

It should also be mentioned that immediately after Putin’s 
visit, Iran’s ambassador to Armenia Mohammad Reyisi 
told journalists that Iran would be ready to supply gas for 
a lower price than Russia. Energy minister Armen Mov-
sisyan then defended the deal with Russia during parlia-
mentary debates, saying that Iranian gas would be more 
expensive. Mr. Reyisi called for another press conference 
on 6 December and stated that the Armenian government 
had never engaged in talks about gas prices with the Ira-
nian side, and that gas prices are subject to bilateral nego-
tiations: for one buyer it could be 400 USD per 1000 cubic 
meters; for another – 100 USD.9

During further parliamentary debates on 17 December, minister 
Movsisyan again defended the recent deal with Russia, claiming 
that the government did not know how much debt had been ac-
cumulated. Former minister of foreign affairs, MP Alexander Ar-
zoumanyan, presented a detailed analysis of the draft agreement 
and criticized it sharply. Mr. Arzoumanyan noted that the agree-
ment provides for reduced gas prices for five years, and guaran-
tees Gazprom’s monopoly for 30 years, excluding the possibility 
of Yerevan revising the agreement.10 Despite all criticism, the Re-
publican Party together with its satellite Rule of Law party ratified 
the agreement on 23 December by 77 votes, while four remaining 
parliamentary fractions boycotted the voting.
8 Ruzanna Stepanyan, ‘Minister-chancellor did not know about the gas debt,’ Radio Liberty,  
5 December 2013. Available online: http://www.azatutyun.am/content/article/25190928.html 

9 Hakob Badalyan, ‘Tehran will reveal more information about Armenian officials,’ lragir.am,  
6 December 2013. Available online: http://www.lragir.am/index/arm/0/comments/view/92057 
(accessed on 6 December 2013).

10 Nelli Grigoryan, ‘How Armen Movsisyan told a “fairy tale” for the parliament,’ Aravot, 17 
December 2013. Available online:  http://www.aravot.am/2013/12/17/415552 (accessed on 18 
December 2013).
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Further stagnation may lie ahead 

Once the election round in Armenia was over, it became clear that 
no significant policy adjustment could be expected. There has been 
no cabinet change, and economic and social policies remained the 
same despite low standards of living and high levels of emigration 
(according to National Statistical Service data, 122,000 people 
emigrated between January and September 2013).11

In the wake of the president’s decision to join the Cus-
toms Union and the subsequent developments, it is diffi-
cult to expect a change of foreign policy that would create 
greater openness to Armenia’s neighbors or to the West. 
As far as the resolution of the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict 
is concerned, the first round of negotiations since 2012 
has just taken place. 

However, considering that Russia views the South Cauca-
sus as a zone of vital interest, as well as Armenia’s antici-
pated Customs Union membership, negotiations on the 
ministerial or presidential level should not be expected to bring a 
breakthrough in the resolution process, at least in the short term.

Georgia: political context in the year preceding the presidential 
elections and election outcomes

In light of the constitutional amendments limiting presidential 
power in Georgia, it is important to review the situation in the 
year after the 2012 parliamentary elections, rather than merely an-
alyze the outcomes of the 2013 presidential elections. Besides, it 
would be difficult to draw any substantial conclusions, given that 
the inauguration of the new president has only just taken place.

Before the October 2012 parliamentary elections, the position 
of the United National Movement party seemed comfortable, to 
the extent that Georgia was sometimes criticized for its alleged 
political monopoly. It had even been argued that ‘Georgia has 
so far failed to come to terms with the challenge of fostering a 
truly competitive and pluralistic political system and meeting 
the criteria of “electoral democracy”’.12 However, the opposition 
Georgian Dream coalition won a comfortable majority in October 
2012, followed by a smooth transfer of power to the new govern-
ment. So, Georgia managed an important achievement by meet-

11 ‘In nine months of this year 122,191 citizens emigrated,’ 7or.am, 1 November 2013. Available 
online: http://www.7or.am/am/news/view/58748/ (accessed on 11 November 2013).

12 European Integration Index for Eastern Partnership Countries, p. 28.
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ing the criteria for a functioning electoral democracy. In 
the post-Soviet area it is still fairly unusual to see that kind 
of orderly transfer of power, with a ruling party simply 
acknowledging defeat and going into opposition.

Relations between President Mikheil Saakashvili and the 
new government coalition were not easy, and many sourc-
es of disagreement arose. The ‘cohabitation’ suggested 
after the October 2012 parliamentary elections did not 
work quite well. The political conflict was not over after 
the elections; on the contrary, tensions continued to grow. 
Within days of coming to power, the new government cut 
the budget of the presidential administration drastically. 
It also took other steps to limit President Saakashvili’s 

authority. The government’s actions immediately led to assump-
tions that Ivanishvili is ‘bent on revenge against Saakashvili.’13 
In November 2012, a number of former officials – UNM appoin-
tees, including a former interior and defense minister and army 
chief of staff, were arrested. As a result, concerns that Bidzina 
Ivanishvili’s government was applying selective justice towards 
his political opponents arose. During a visit to Georgia, the EU’s 

foreign policy chief Catherine Ashton warned: ‘There 
should be no selective justice; no retribution against po-
litical rivals. Investigations into past wrongdoings must 
be, and must be seen to be, impartial, transparent and 
in compliance with due process.’14 The Freedom House 
also mentioned that issue in its annual global assessment: 
‘Georgia, which experienced its first orderly transfer of 
power to the opposition through democratic elections, fin-
ished the year on a less than satisfying note after the new 
government quickly arrested some 30 officials of the pre-
vious government, raising concerns about politically mo-
tivated prosecutions.’15 On 21 May 2013, the arrest of for-
mer prime minister, secretary general of the UNM Vano 
Merabishvili resulted in further concerns. The head of the 
EU Delegation to Georgia, Philip Dimitrov, stated that 

13 Balazs Jarabik, ‘What the recent elections mean for Georgia and its relations with the West,’ 
Central European Policy Institute brief, November 2012. Available online: http://www.ata-sac.
org/article-474-876-What-the-recent-elections-mean-for-Georgia-and-its-relations-with-the-West 
(accessed on 9 May 2013).

14 ‘Remarks by High Representative/Vice President Catherine Ashton at the end of her visit to 
Georgia,’ MEMO/12/903, European Commission, 26 November 2012. Available online:  http://
europa.eu/rapid/press-release_MEMO-12-903_en.htm (accessed on 13 May 2013).

15 ‘Freedom in the World 2013. Democratic Breakthroughs in the Balance,’ Freedom House, 2013. 
Available online: http://www.freedomhouse.org/sites/default/files/FIW%202013%20Booklet.pdf 
(accessed on 10 May 2013).
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Merabishvili’s case should be closely monitored,16 and a group 
of MEPs raised strong criticism of the government’s actions to 
the chairman of the Georgian parliament David Usupashvili dur-
ing a meeting at the European Parliament Committee on Foreign 
Affairs.17 There were even worries about possible foreign policy 
change because of the antagonism between the president and the 
Prime Minister: ‘The relentless political struggle in Georgia be-
tween Prime Minister Ivanishvili and President Mikheil Saakash-
vili serves Moscow’s interests (its most recent manifestation was 
the arrest of Vano Merabishvili, a key opposition politician, for-
mer prime minister and minister of internal affairs).’18

In addition to the criminal cases against former officials, there 
were a number of other sources of disagreement between the gov-
ernment and President Saakashvili. The president strongly op-
posed the amnesty granted to nearly 3000 prisoners, 190 of whom 
were considered political prisoners by Ivanishvili’s government, 
the dismissal of dozens of mayors and heads of rural communities 
(all members of the UNM), and criticized Ivanishvili’s attitude 
towards relations with Russia. Government officials, including 
Prime Minister Ivanishvili, continued to make statements on al-
leged crimes by former officials from the president’s team, to-
gether with suggestions that a criminal investigation against Pres-
ident Saakashvili could be initiated.

It would not be an exaggeration to say that the Resolution 
on Basic Directions of Georgia’s Foreign Policy adopted 
in March 2013 by a unanimous vote was the only issue 
on which the Georgian Dream and the UNM could agree. 
The resolution stated, in particular, that integration into 
the European and Euro-Atlantic structures remained the 
main foreign policy priority; that the authorities would 
implement all the necessary conditions for the conclusion 
of negotiations with the European Union on the Asso-
ciation Agreement, Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade 
Agreement and Visa Liberalization Agreement; and that 
Georgia should not have diplomatic relations nor enter a 
military, political, customs alliance with any state that recognizes 

16 ‘Dimitrov: Merabishvili’s case should be monitored seriously,’ Gruzia online, 17 June 2013. 
Available online: http://www.apsny.ge/2013/pol/1371529092.php (accessed on 17 June 2013).

17 ‘Usupashvili meets MEPs from Foreign Affairs Committee,’ Civil.ge, 18 June 2013. Available 
online:  http://www.civil.ge/eng/_print.php?id=26189 (accessed on 19 June 2013).

18 Aleksandra Jarosiewicz, ‘The Southern Caucasus is turning into a Russian playground,’ OSW 
Eastweek weekly analytical newsletter No. 18, 22 May 2013. Available online: http://www.osw.waw.
pl/en/publikacje/eastweek/2013-05-22/southern-caucasus-turning-a-russian-playground (accessed on 
24 May 2013).
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the independence of Abkhazia and South Ossetia/former 
autonomous district of South Ossetia or occupies Geor-
gia’s territories.19

The Georgian Dream’s candidate Giorgi Margvelashvili, 
backed by Prime Minister Ivanishvili, was forecast as 
the likely winner of the presidential elections in October 

2013, although there were some doubts that the coalition consist-
ing of adherents of different ideologies would keep its unity with-
out having the president as a common (and much despised) ad-
versary. A European Council on Foreign Relations expert noted: 

‘Forming the new government took some time and ex-
posed differences among various coalition members 
whose ideologies range from pro-Western liberalism to 
outright nationalism. As a diverse coalition, the govern-
ment’s decision-making will be inevitably lengthier and 
more incoherent than that of the previous, single-party 
administration. The process is also going to be slowed by 
the way that the prime minister seems to prefer to micro-
manage rather than delegate.’20

Georgia’s relations with Russia remained complicated despite 
the attempts by Georgia’s new government. After taking office in 
October, Prime Minister Ivanishvili appointed a special envoy to 
Russia and tried to take steps towards the normalization of rela-
tions. In particular, he scaled down the rhetoric to a less confron-
tational style, hoping to improve the economic situation and en-
hance mutual trust. The Georgian government also amended the 
laws regulating the border regime, so those who crossed the bor-
der from Russia into Abkhazia or South Ossetia would only pay 
a fine in Georgia rather than face criminal prosecution. Russian 
inspectors were allowed to conduct on-site inspections at Geor-
gian wineries; as a result, permission to supply limited amounts 
of Georgian wine and brandy to the Russian market was issued. 
Russian officials have also been making vague promises about 
simplification of the visa regime.

However, Russia continues to make hostile moves. In May 2013, 
Russian border guards started installing barbed wire fences at the 
administrative boundary between Georgia and South Ossetia be-

19 ‘Parliament adopts bipartisan resolution on foreign policy,’ Civil Georgia, 7 March 2013. Available 
online:  http://www.civil.ge/eng/article.php?id=25828 (accessed on 13 May 2013).

20 Jana Kobzova, ‘Georgia’s bumpy transition: How the EU can help,’ ECFR policy memo 75, April 
2013. Available online: http://ecfr.eu/page/-/ECFR75_georgia_MEMO_AW.pdf (accessed on 16 May 
2013).
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yond the delimitation line drawn after the war in 2008, 
moving deeper into the area of adjacent Georgian villag-
es. The protests of Georgian officials and the EU Moni-
toring Mission’s statement that installation of fences was 
‘unacceptable’ were ignored. Russian border guards have 
continued to advance into Georgia’s territory.

The October 2013 presidential elections affirmed the 
Georgian Dream’s popularity: Giorgi Margvelashvili, 
backed by Prime Minister Ivanishvili, gained 62 percent of votes. 
Soon after the president’s inauguration Mr. Ivanishvili resigned 
from his post, nominating his long-term aide Irakli Garibashvili 
as the new head of government. So far, there have been no signs of 
the possible instability of the coalition, as suggested a few months 
ago. The government reaffirmed that European and Euro-Atlantic 
integration remains the main foreign policy priority, and to that 
end, President Margvelashvili initialed the EU-Georgia Associa-
tion Agreement during the Vilnius Summit in November.

Conclusions

Currently, there is little opposition to Russian expan-
sion among Armenians. Aside from the voting boycott 
on 23 December 2013, the parliamentary opposition is 
refraining from making any statements that could pro-
voke an unfavorable reaction from Russia. Besides, the 
largest non-coalition parliamentary group, the Prosper-
ous Armenia party, is an oligarchic structure and former 
coalition partner of the Republican Party, which since the 
parliamentary election has not been able to challenge the 
Republican Party’s political monopoly and, moreover, 
openly supports Russia-oriented integration projects. The 
Armenian National Congress, despite Levon Ter-Petros-
sian’s success during the presidential campaign in 2008, 
has lost most of supporters over the last three years and is now 
largely dependent on Prosperous Armenia’s information resourc-
es. ANC’s leaders, while criticizing President Sargsyan’s policies, 
also abstain from making any statements against Russian plans as 
far as Armenia’s membership in the Customs Union is concerned. 
Thus, protests have been limited to small activist groups lacking 
the capacity to challenge the incumbent cabinet, and there is now 
virtually no ambition to sign the EU Association Agreement.
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In comparison to Armenia, in Georgia the system of checks and 
balances has remained in place even though the government is 
backed by a strong parliamentary majority and can pass most de-
cisions unilaterally. In the Georgian parliament, there is a strong, 
consolidated opposition, as the United National Movement holds 
65 of 150 seats, is led by experienced politicians, and functions 
effectively. Despite the continuing antipathy between the Geor-
gian Dream and the UNM, there is general agreement about the 
desired political trajectory for national development. The stable 
ambition for European and Euro-Atlantic integration, together 
with the peaceful and secure transfer of power, provides a solid 
platform for the further development of electoral democracy.
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* Matteo Mecacci, Head of Mission for the OSCE/ODIHR for the Presidential Elections in Georgia, former member of Italian 
Parliament.

Matteo Mecacci*

Elections in Georgia  
and the Aftermath

Based on his experience as the Head of the OSCE/ODIHR Observation Mission for 
the presidential election in Georgia, the author shares some reflections on the tra-
jectory of Georgia’s political development. In his assessment, the decisive factor for 
Georgian politics was the parliamentary election, a year before the October 2013 
presidential election. The dramatic victory of the Georgian Dream coalition in 2012 
meant that in the run up the presidential contest, the governing coalition enjoyed 
a high degree of public support, which was crucial for the election of coalition’s 
candidate as President. Further, the author believes that after the free and fair 
presidential election, Georgia is in need of external support to consolidate the rule 
of law. The upcoming 2014 local elections will present another test that, hopefully, 
will confirm this positive trend. In relation to this, the author refers to the emerging 
criminal allegations against the previous government following the 2012 parliamen-
tary election: a concern for the country’s democratic development. He emphasizes 
the need for a national strategy that focuses not on immediate political gains but 
rather on long term, sustainable changes to the political and institutional culture.
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The 2013 presidential election in Georgia took place in a po-
litical environment that was quite different from the previous 

year’s parliamentary election.

In 2012, the United National Movement (UNM) coalition led 
by then president Saakashvili, and the newly created Georgian 
Dream (GD) coalition - hastily put together by businessman and 
philanthropist Bidzina Ivanishvili – ran campaigns characterized 
by harsh rhetoric and blatant accusations. By contrast, this year’s 
election was much calmer and less tense, although not without 
harsh rhetoric and personal attacks. In particular, presidential 
candidate Nino Burjanadze was not shy in accusing the Saakash-
vili government of many crimes, but in general, this type of po-
litical attack featured less prominently than in 2012. 

It is indeed necessary to refer to the 2012 parliamentary 
election campaign, because the effects of the victory by 
the GD coalition are still very much felt in the country 
one year on. Subsequently, the new prime minister (Ivan-
ishvili) and the governing coalition enjoyed a high degree 
of popularity, while the UNM and its leader Saakashvili  
- which had governed Georgia with little opposition since 
the 2003 Rose Revolution - saw a steep decline in popu-
lar support.

This dramatic change led the Georgian people to see the 
2013 presidential election not as a decisive moment in 
crafting their future, but more as the conclusion to a po-
litical process that would most likely see the election of 
a new GD president, after the changes enacted across the 
structures of government and parliament.

Furthermore, after the elections Georgia was transformed from 
a presidential into a parliamentary republic, following constitu-
tional amendments approved by parliament in 2010 and in 2013. 
As a consequence, the new president is no longer the country’s 
most powerful institutional figure. 

These various changes saw not only a calmer election campaign, 
but also increased apathy among the electorate, with a low voter 
turnout on Election Day (just 46 per cent).

It must also be noted that according to the OSCE/ODIHR obser-
vation missions, both the 2012 and the 2013 elections met most 
international standards of democracy, although with clear differ-
ences and to varying degrees.
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The fact that the elections, and the subsequent transition 
of political power, took place peacefully and with respect 
for the most important democratic standards, certainly 
marks a positive development to be welcomed and en-
couraged by the international community. But in order to 
capitalize on this development with a view to achieving 
transformational change, all key stakeholders, institu-
tions, government, parliamentary majority and minority, 
non parliamentary opposition and civil society organi-
zations should continue work towards common goals: 
strengthening the rule of law and the professionalism and 
independence of the national institutions.

I have to say that as head of the OSCE/ODIHR election 
observation mission, I felt very much welcomed at all 
levels. From Government officials to parliamentary lead-
ers, from the majority coalition to the various opposition forces, 
from civil society organizations to the media sector, everybody 
was interested in cooperating with us. In addition, while visit-
ing the different regions, we noticed the attention and respect for 
the OSCE’s work by the local institutions and political parties. 
This will be crucial in view of the upcoming 2014 local elec-
tions, which will represent another important test for the future 
of the country and its institutions, and where more tension and 
confrontation among the different group competing at the local 
level seems to be expected.

The general good opinion of the OSCE is probably due to the 
important role it has played in Georgia’s recent history: from the 
various election observation missions conducted in the country 
since the mid-nineties, in particular the decisive 2003 elections; 
to the different projects carried out by OSCE institutions, for ex-
ample by the ODIHR in the fields of human rights, rule of law 
or the media; to the active parliamentary cooperation between 
the Georgian Parliament and the OSCE Parliamentary Assembly. 

Nor should it be forgotten that until the end of 2008, the OSCE 
had an active field mission in Georgia. Welcomed by the authori-
ties at central and local level, the mission carried out numerous 
projects, providing concrete assistance to the Georgian people, 
especially in the areas where monitoring and reporting concern-
ing humanitarian assistance and security were most needed.

It is therefore very unfortunate that the OSCE field mission was 
promptly closed down at the end of 2008 after the war with the 
Russian Federation in South Ossetia, as a consequence of the 
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lack of consensus in the OSCE permanent council due to 
the Russian opposition.

The closure of the mission has had tragic consequenc-
es for the Georgian people most in need of assistance: 
namely the tens of thousands of internally displaced 
people from South Ossetia and Abkhazia, and the people 
who have seen their lives become more difficult with the 
establishment of the administrative boundary line. It is 
a bitter irony that Georgia is the only country that does 
not have a permanent OSCE mission, not because it is 
opposed to its presence (as is usually the case when coun-
tries do not want to be monitored by the OSCE), but for 
the opposite reason: precisely because it wants to coop-
erate with the OSCE and benefit from its assistance to 
improve the security of its people.

If the government in Moscow thinks that it can better 
assert its authority and legitimacy, internationally or re-

gionally, by continuing to impose a veto on the OSCE’s work in 
Georgia, it should urgently reconsider this position and welcome 
the request of all Georgian institutions and political parties to 
allow the OSCE to work in Georgia with a full mandate. The 
OSCE’s strong track record in bringing the parties closer in situ-
ations of conflict should not be ignored or undermined; on the 
contrary, it should be valued as an important tool in solving some 
of the most urgent problems faced by the Georgian people. 

Returning to the election environment, it is certainly true that the 
idea of cooperating with international institutions is very much 
present in the mindset and practice of the country’s political and 
wider leadership. For a country that has struggled throughout its 
history to assert its independence, defend its territorial integrity 
and protect its culture and identity after decades of occupation, 
this is a sign of maturity and shows a forward-looking approach 
that all interested parties should be able to build on in order to 
stabilize the region and to guarantee a security approach based 
not on the fear of a military threat or confrontation, but by build-
ing institutions based on the rule of law and capable of cooperat-
ing internationally.

It is therefore commendable that the authorities made clear - if 
not entirely successful - efforts during the last election campaign 
to establish a level playing field among the candidates, to keep 
the political environment free from undue pressure and to avoid 
illegal restrictions of campaign activities throughout the country. 

If the government in 
Moscow thinks that it 

can better assert its 
authority and legitimacy, 

internationally or 
regionally, by continuing 

to impose a veto on 
the OSCE’s work in 

Georgia, it should 
urgently reconsider this 

position and welcome the 
request of all Georgian 

institutions and political 
parties to allow the OSCE 
to work in Georgia with a 

full mandate. 

72

Caucasus International



This objective was supported by some of the regulations adopt-
ed by previous Governments and by the performances of some 
of the institutions involved. For example: the Central Election 
Commission administered the elections in a professional and 
timely manner; there were rules in place providing for free air-
time on the main television channels for 6 qualified candidates 
and for the generally balanced coverage of the campaign by the 
main media outlets; and the presence of numerous observers and 
party representatives in the local election commissions was en-
sured. All of these factors meant that all the main stakeholders 
had a general level of trust in the administration of the elections.

These results were possible because, during Saakashvili’s presi-
dency, the government prioritized European integration, in par-
ticular the EU Association Agreement and a series of important 
reforms were implemented as part of this process. The EU As-
sociation Agreement was finally initialed at the 28-29 November 
EU Eastern Partnership Summit in Vilnius. The decision by the 
GD coalition to initial the Agreement dispelled many of the fears 
and allegations that were flying around during the 2012 election 
campaign, that they would change the course of the country’s 
foreign policy.

Holding elections in line with international standards was 
Georgia’s last hurdle before being given the green light 
to start this process. In light of the choices by Armenia, 
and then Ukraine to suspend or postpone their Associa-
tion Agreement negotiations, Tbilisi’s commitment to the 
Euro-Atlantic integration path should not be taken lightly 
or viewed condescendingly by European countries and 
the United States. The progress made by Georgia remains 
as fragile as the context in which this country has been 
historically situated, and should not be taken for granted.

Despite some significant progress over recent years in the 
field of economic reforms, Georgia still faces enormous 
challenges. In particular, further progress hinges on the 
need to link its economy to the European market. It must be not-
ed that the recent reopening of commercial trade lines with the 
Russian Federation after a few years of almost complete closure 
following the 2008 war does not represent a strategic alternative 
for a country that still denounces the military occupation of two 
of its regions by Moscow, and wants to assert its independence.

In addition to the external pressures it faces, especially from the 
north, Georgia is also confronting significant internal challenges 
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to the consolidation of its democratic institutions. No-
body has forgotten that during the months prior to the 
launch of the election campaign, the tensions between the 
governing coalition and the UNM opposition were very 
high. This was due to a number of judicial initiatives that 
led to the incrimination (and in some cases the pre-trial 
detention) of former UNM ministers and officials, and 
also to allegations of pressure on local officials, which 
resulted either in resignations or in UNM representatives 
shifting their political allegiance to parties in the new 
governing coalition.

While these tensions significantly diminished during the 
final months and weeks of the election campaign, there is 
a fear that they could resume to an even greater degree, 
in light of the rumors and in some cases statements by 
representatives of the parliamentary majority concerning 
the possible incrimination of former President Saakash-

vili who no longer has presidential immunity.

Although it is clear that legitimate requests for redress and justice 
by citizens must be always taken seriously by the authorities, it 
is also well known that in some cases the interrogation, trial and 
eventual incrimination and conviction of previous governments 
officials can become a blunt political tool, a mean of demonstrat-
ing to the public that the new authorities have changed every-
thing that was bad in the past. This does not, however, serve the 
interests of a country and of its citizens. This could certainly be a 
temptation, but its effects would haunt the citizens of Georgia for 
a long time in the future. 

When criminal allegations emerge following a change of 
power, show trials are not the answer to restoring justice. 
The only way justice can be achieved is through proceed-
ings that guarantee a fair trial and that are distinct from 
revenge politics. In order for a trial to be fair, the victim 
should have the right to claim justice, and the defendant 
should be presumed innocent until proven guilty, with ac-
cess to proper defense and without undue pressure on the 
judges and witnesses.

This is certainly one of the main challenges currently fac-
ing this relatively small country whose democratic his-

tory is still young and fragile. Hopefully, the new leaderships of 
both the GD and the UNM coalition will be able to implement a 
long term project for Georgia that focuses not on immediate po-
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litical gains but rather on making long term, sustainable 
changes to the political and institutional culture.

It is obvious that this kind of project, whereby the rule 
of law and the separation of powers are entrenched in 
the culture of a society, can be sustainable only with greater and 
long-term international support from Western institutions. We 
have seen in many cases, even inside European Union structures 
and countries, that progress is not linear and that a bumpy road 
lies ahead for every country seeking to consolidate democratic 
institutions.

Georgia can now we can ask some external support for consoli-
dating the rule of law after a pattern of increasingly democratic 
elections. The upcoming 2014 local elections will present an-
other test that should confirm this positive trend. Setting good 
standards for elections also means that there is a greater respon-
sibility to meet this challenge in future elections, and to avoid 
any setbacks. 

It will now be up to the national institutions and people to con-
solidate this process. The renewal of the main political parties 
that now govern the country, both at the central and local levels 
will hopefully serve this purpose, proposing and preparing a new 
leadership whose political vision is not based on ideology, but 
rather on the provision of efficient and reliable services to their 
fellow citizens by building institutions that will withstand the 
passage of time, and the inevitable political changes.

After wars, occupations and revolutions, Georgia is looking with 
hope to its democratic friends and allies in the West for support 
in addressing these many questions. 

It is indeed our shared responsibility to be vigilant and to respond 
positively and frankly to this call.
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Alexandre Kukhianidze*

In 1990s, organized crime existed mainly as a nexus between political-criminal clans, 
gangs, and law enforcement agencies, all of which have been involved in various 
types of crime such as smuggling in narcotics, illegal arms trade, human trafficking, 
kidnapping foreign and local businessmen or their relatives for ransom. By 2003, 
corruption penetrated all sectors of Georgian society. Reform of the law enforce-
ment system and the crackdown on organized crime and corruption was carried out 
after the Rose Revolution but the level of political corruption remained high. The 
parliamentary elections of 2012 and the presidential elections of 2013 improved 
the situation, though it is still not clear whether Georgia has gained a democratic 
government or a Mafiosi-style one.

Crime and Corruption Before 
and After the Georgian 
Presidential Election of 2013
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The Georgian law enforcement agencies have always been one 
of the most corrupt elements of the Soviet political system, 

and in the 1990s they were completely demoralized as a result of 
the armed conflicts, the coup d’état against the former president 
Zviad Gamsakhurdia and the subsequent turmoil in the country, 
rampant corruption and penetration of organized crime into gov-
ernmental institutions. Police officers received symbolic wages 
and behaved like gangsters; frequently it was difficult to distin-
guish between the police force and criminals. Organized crime 
existed mainly in the form of a nexus between political-criminal 
clans, gangs, and law enforcement agencies, all of which were 
involved in different forms of crime, such as smuggling in narcot-
ics, illegal arms trade, human trafficking, kidnapping foreign and 
local businessmen or their relatives for ransom, assassinations 
and other grave crimes. Police and state security officers extorted 
money from drivers and traders, participated in smuggling net-
works through Abkhazia and South Ossetia, and benefited from 
the drug smuggling, racketeering and kidnapping.1 As a result, 
mistrust between the police and citizens was deep. Ordinary peo-
ple frequently turned to the criminal bosses (thieves in law) for 
help and security rather than the police. By 2003, corruption and 
organized crime had penetrated all sectors of Georgian society. 

On the one hand, these practices became an integral part 
of the way of life for certain groups of corrupt officials 
and criminals; on the other hand, they seriously threat-
ened the everyday life of the majority of population as 
well as national security.

Aslan Abashidze, the head of Adjara Autonomous Republic, en-
joyed special support from the Kremlin, and his family clan estab-
lished illegal control of the customs border check point ‘Sarpi’, 
which is located on the Georgian-Turkish border, the Batumi port, 
and local businesses.2 For the protection of his clan, he created 
military units, armed them with the help of the local Russian mili-
tary base, and took control of the Ministry of Internal Affairs and 
Ministry of State Security of Adjara (previously controlled by the 
national authorities of Georgia). On May 6 2004 Aslan Abashid-
ze’s regime was overthrown during the so-called ‘Palm’ revolu-
tion, and Abashidze escaped to Moscow.
1 See: Alexandre Kukhianidze, Alexander Kupatadze and Roman Gotsiridze, Smuggling in Abkhazia 
and the Tskhinvali Region in 2003-2004. In: Organized Crime and Corruption in Georgia. Edited 
by Louise Shelley, Erick Scott, and Antony Latta. London and New York: Routledge, 2007,  pp. 69-
92; Ex-chief of Anti-Terrorist Center Arrested,  Civil Georgia. Daily News Online. 29 April 2004, 
available at http://www.civil.ge/eng/article.php?id=6801 

2 Sign of Cracks in Truce. Civil Georgia. Daily News Online.23 March 2004, available at http://
www.civil.ge/eng/article.php?id=6499 
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Another form of organized crime came in the form of the guer-
rilla groups that controlled smuggling of fuel, cigarettes and oth-
er goods transported across the ceasefire line for the Georgian-
Abkhaz conflict. Officially, these groups were meant to perform 
military-political functions - to fight the Abkhaz separatists - but 
instead they cooperated with them in the smuggling business. 
Various Georgian-Ossetian criminal groups also existed on the 
separatist territory of South Ossetia and its neighboring districts 
under the Georgian jurisdiction. After the Rose Revolution, in 
2004 and 2005, all these forms of organized crime were effective-
ly eradicated. Guerrilla units in the zone of the Georgian-Abkhaz 
conflict were disarmed and disbanded, and the Georgian-Ossetian 
criminal groups have been detained and dissolved, except of those 
operating in the territories of Abkhazia and South Ossetia. 

According to Georgian police, in March 2004 they eliminated a 
large criminal group headed by Omehi Aprasidze and his two sons 
in the Svaneti region of Georgia. During the raid, police killed the 
group’s leaders, and  the group was under siege in the village Et-
seri in the Mestia district.3 This operation involved approximately 
200 commandos and around 10 helicopters. According to Giorgi 
Baramidze, the former Minister of Internal Affairs of Georgia, the 
whole village was built as a fortress. Police detained more than 
40 members of a group which had been terrorizing the inhabitants 
of Svaneti for over 10 years – they robbed tourists, did not obey 
the current government, and lived under their own, criminal legal 
regime.4

Chart 1. Crime statistics in 2003-2004.5

3 Gruzinski spetsnaz rasstrelial pokhititelei brata futbolista Kaladze. Information Agency Lenta.ru, 24 
March 2004,  available at  http://pda.lenta.ru/vojna/2004/03/24/cleanup/ 

4 Ibid.

5 See: Criminal Justice Statistics. National Statistics Office of Georgia, available at http://www.
geostat.ge/index.php?action=page&p_id=602&lang=eng 

79 

 Vol.3 • No: 4 • Winter 2013-2014



However, in 2003-2004, official Georgian statistics still indicated 
an increase in crime, some of which are classified as serious.  

In 2003 and 2004 the traffic police remained one of the most cor-
rupt departments of the police. The department was almost en-
tirely ‘self-financing’, extorting money from local and foreign 
transit drivers, mainly from Turkey, Azerbaijan, Armenia, Russia 
and European countries. Naturally, the free movement of people 
and goods, efficient economic development and indeed the na-
tional security of Georgia were impossible to maintain without 
radical and comprehensive anti-corruption and anti-criminal re-
forms across the entire governmental system.

Anti-Corruption and Anti-Criminal Reforms after the Rose 
Revolution

Reforming the law enforcement system was a central focus in 
the optimization of state government management. Reforms af-
fected all structures: Public Prosecutor’s Office, Police, Courts, 
and Penitentiary system. The reform inspired a new legislative 
base, structural reorganization, changes in human resources man-
agement, and a logistics overhaul. The U.S. and the EU provided 
substantial technical assistance through training projects, drafting 
new legislation, institutional reforms, and development of infra-
structure and logistics. 

Among the post-Soviet countries, the reformed Georgian 
law enforcement system has been the most successful in 
combating organized crime and administrative corrup-
tion. The Georgian Mafia, which was the most powerful 
and influential organized crime group in the former Soviet 
Union, was efficiently eliminated. Its bosses have been 
imprisoned, or have fled the country and had their prop-
erty confiscated. 

The wave of arrests of the most corrupt government offi-
cials was followed by reforms, carried out through newly 
adopted legislative amendments, plea bargaining and con-
fiscation of property – hundreds of millions of U.S. dollars 
were transferred to the State budget. The authorities used 
tactics pioneered by the U.S. and Italy in their respective 
struggles against the Mafia and Cosa Nostra. The philoso-
phy of this approach is that it is better to strip organized 
crime bosses and corrupt officials of all their financial and 
other resources, rather than having them run their criminal 
activities from prison. As a result, corruption and orga-
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nized crime decreased, as it became a much more risky 
business. Combating corruption and organized crime 
was made sustainable through other components of the 
reform strategy – creating new institutions with profes-
sional cultures whereby people are motivated to do their 
jobs with honesty and integrity. In this sphere, Georgia 
has already seen some real achievements. For example, 
the traffic police - previously was the most corrupt struc-
ture in Georgia’s police system - was closed in the sum-
mer of 2004, and up to 2700 traffic police officers were 
dismissed. Instead a Western-type patrol police was cre-
ated and new police officers were selected on a competi-
tive basis, mostly young people with a high percentage 
of women and salaries up to ten times higher. They were 
trained in the Police Academy with the participation of U.S. and 
EU experts and police officers. Special attention was paid to lo-
gistics, repairing police stations, new police vehicles, installation 
of a modern communication system, new uniforms, and weapons. 
While the traffic police had been responsible only for automobile 
traffic, the patrol police have a much broader scope of responsi-
bility. They are responsible for traffic, street crime, neighborhood 
policing, and providing assistance to citizens in emergencies. All 
these steps, in combination with strict control through internal po-
lice inspection procedures, have given rise to extremely positive 
results. According to polls conducted by the International Repub-
lican Institute (U.S.) in 2011, the three most trusted institutions in 
Georgia are the church (93 percent), the army (89 percent), and 
the police (87 percent).6 

But despite these impressive successes in the fight against lower 
level organized crime and corruption, political corruption still 
was flourishing in Georgia. Leaders of the political opposition and 
civil society organizations frequently made statements about the 
limited nature of this success – targeted only lower and mid-level 
corruption, and leaving the highest level activity untouched. The 
reason for this is that soon after the 2003 Rose Revolution, contrary 
to the fundamental democratic principle of the balance of three 
branches of power, the United National Movement’s (UNM) par-
liamentary majority voted for constitutional amendments which 
essentially increased presidential power at the expense of the leg-
islative and the judicial branches. This came about due to the high 
level of legitimacy and standing enjoyed by the newly elected 
6 See: IRI Releases Expanded Nationwide Survey of Georgian Public Opinion, 5 January 2012, 
available at http://www.iri.org/news-events-press-center/news/iri-releases-expanded-nati onwide-
survey-georgian-public-opinion 
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authorities in the post-revolutionary euphoria. The main 
justification at that time was the need for a stronger execu-
tive power to push through the rapid implementation of 
radical reforms, which always are painful for part of the 
population. As a result, Georgia had strong presidential 
but weak legislative and judiciary powers. The concentra-
tion of power in the hands of the executive became a bar-
rier to investigations of possible illegal activities by the 

leadership. Under these circumstances, police investigators did 
not open criminal cases, and judges did not rule against top poli-
ticians or UNM government officials. As a result, there were no 
cases of national law enforcement investigations on political cor-
ruption in Georgia. Accusations of corruption made by the politi-
cal opposition remained essentially tools in their struggle for po-
litical power. There were several proven cases of serious political 
corruption in Georgia, but none of them was revealed as the result 
of a Georgian police investigation or court decision: the detention 
of Irakli Okruashvili, the former Minister of Defense of Georgia 

in 2007; the assassination of Girgvliani, a young employ-
ee of a Georgian banks in 2005 by high ranking police 
officers; and the detention of Cartu Bank’s cash-in-transit 
vehicle with six employees by police while it was trans-
porting 2 million USD and 1 million Euros in cash from 
the Bank of Georgia’s headquarters in Tbilisi. Cartu Bank 
belonged to the then opposition leader Bidzina Ivanishvili 
who was accused of money laundering. Okruashvili, the 
former Defense Minister, was granted political asylum in 
France. The European Court of Human Rights ruled that 
during the investigation of Girgvliani’s case, evidence had 
been falsified. It found violations of Article 2 of the Euro-
pean Convention of Human Rights (the right to life) and 
Article 38 (obligation of the state to cooperate with the 
courts in establishing the truth), and obliged the govern-
ment to pay 50,000 Euros in compensation to his family 

within three months. After the outbreak of political scandal, Cartu 
Bank’s vehicle, the detainees, and the confiscated money were 
returned to Cartu Bank, and the investigation was stopped. This 
was seen by the Georgian public as an attempt to intimidate politi-
cal opponents.

The crackdown on organized crime and corruption focused on 
modernization at the expense of democratization and human 
rights. In turn this led to more repressive policies and an increase 
in the prison population. From 2003 to 2009 the proportion of 
prisoners per 100,000 in Georgia grew by 210  percent  and, based 
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on this indicator, the country appeared ahead of most countries in 
the world.7 Georgia did not improve its performance indicators 
after the Rose Revolution, and remained only a ‘partly free’ coun-
try according to Freedom House’s rating, which together with the 
Russian factor was one reason why it remained outside NATO and 
the European Union. On the other hand, by 2011 Georgia had low 
crime rates and was one of the safest countries in Europe.8 Since 
May 2005, the Soviet tradition of improving the criminal statis-
tics through hiding unsuccessful and registering mostly success-
fully investigated criminal cases was rejected. Amendments were 
made to the Code of Criminal Procedure, envisaging the abolition 
of investigatory bodies, and a procedure of starting preliminary 
investigations immediately, from the crime was discovered.9 As 
a result, the number of registered crimes increased, though the 
number of criminal incidents did not. Since 2006 the estimated 
number of recorded crimes reflected the real situation in the coun-
try, and between 2007 and 2011 it showed the actual reduction 
in the number of crimes. One of the main reasons for this drop 
was the zero tolerance policy, declared by the former president 
Mikhail Saakashvili during his second annual state of the nation 
address to Parliament on 14 February 2006. It envisaged ‘banning 
conditional sentences for house burglary, street robbery, posses-
sion of drugs and other petty offenses.’10

Chart 2. Crime statistics in 2005-2011.11

7 Nikita Mendkovich,  Prestupnost v Gruzii v epokhu Saakashvili, 16 May 2012, available at http://
www.kavkazoved.info/news/2012/05/16/prestupnost-v-gruzii-v-epohu-saakashvili.html 

8 See: Jan Van Dijk, 2011,  International trends in crime: The remarkable case of Georgia, available 
at  http://justice.gov.ge/index.php?lang_id=ENG&sec_id=681 

9 See: Criminal Justice Statistics. National Statistics Office of Georgia, available at http://www.
geostat.ge/index.php?action=page&p_id=602&lang=eng

10 Annual Presidential Address Highlights Progress,Civil Georgia. Daily News Online,14 February 
2006, available at  http://www.civil.ge/eng/article.php?id=11810 

11 See: Criminal Justice Statistics. National Statistics Office of Georgia,  available at http://www.
geostat.ge/index.php?action=page&p_id=602&lang=eng  
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Corruption also was reduced. According to Transparency 
International’s Corruption Perceptions Index, in 2003 
Georgia was ranked 124th out of 133 countries; by 2010, 
it was 68th out of  178 countries. In the 2012 Corruption 
Perceptions Index it was ranked 51st, ahead of Turkey (54) 
and some EU member states: Check Republic and Lat-
via (both 54), Romania (66), Italy (72), Bulgaria (75) and 
Greece (94). For comparison with Caucasian states, Ar-
menia was ranked 105, Russia 133, and Azerbaijan 139.12 
Thanks to the reforms, Georgia was the only state in the 
Caucasus with a very low level of organized crime and 
comparatively low level of administrative corruption.

The case of Georgia in the aftermath of the Rose Revolu-
tion clearly demonstrates that a ruling team can be West-
ern-oriented yet not very democratic, successfully combat 
organized crime and administrative corruption but itself 
remain steeped in political corruption, attract international 
investments but intimidate local business people to sup-
port UNM projects, commit serious crimes and persecute 
political opponents with impunity. In a small country, 
unlawful actions by the government are hard to conceal, 
and in 2007 and 2009 the Georgian public expressed its 
protest through mass demonstrations against injustice by 
the ruling UNM. Who were the protesters? Mostly the 
marginalized political opposition and civil society activ-
ists, unfairly intimidated business people, people who lost 
their property due to various governmental and business 
projects, and relatives or friends of jailed corrupt officials 
or criminals. The stronger the government’s crackdown 
on opposition movement, the stronger the opposition’s 
protest against the government, and the deeper the gov-
ernment wallowed in political corruption using its admin-
istrative resources to maintain political power. As a result, 

the political opposition was united in the political coalition ‘The 
Georgian Dream’ (GD), around Bidzina Ivanishvili, its political 
leader and the richest business person in Georgia. 

12 The 2012 Corruption Perceptions Index. Transparency International,  available at  http://www.
transparency.org/cpi2012 
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Corruption and Crime after the Georgian Parliamentary 
Election of 2012 and the Presidential election of 2013

Although the public opinion polls predicted victory for 
the UNM, the unexpected ‘prison scandal’13 served as the 
spark which exploded public opinion and led the GD to 
victory in the parliamentary election on 1 October 2012. 
The GD won 85 and the UNM 75 of the 150 seats in Par-
liament. Saakashvili recognized his party’s defeat and the 
Cabinet of Ministers resigned. The newly elected Parlia-
ment appointed Bidzina Ivanishvili as Prime Minister, 
who was authorized to govern the Cabinet of Ministers, 
including the Ministry of Defense and all law enforce-
ment agencies. As a result, President Saakashvili lost con-
trol of his coercive resources. Dual power, the so-called 
‘cohabitation’, was established, with a powerless Presi-
dent and an empowered Prime Minister. The presidential 
election took place on 27 October 2013. Bidzina Ivan-
ishvili, the leader of the GD, nominated the presidential 
candidate Giorgi Margvelashvili, who received 62.12  percent of 
the vote. His main competitor was Davit Bakradze, the leader of 
the UNM, who only won 21.72 percent.  The cohabitation period 
ended after the presidential election and Bidzina Ivanishvili de-
cided to resign from the post of Prime Minister. He nominated a 
successor – Irakli Gharibashvili, who was the Minister of Internal 
Affairs at the time. The GD’s parliamentary majority voted for a 
new Prime Minister and approved his candidature. 

Charges and arrests of the UNM leaders 

As the UNM did following 2003, the GD  arrested leaders of the 
former ruling party after the 2012 parliamentary election, accus-
ing them of corruption, money laundering, economic crimes, in-
timidation of business people, assassinations, torture of prison-
ers, intimidation of political opponents and other serious crimes. 
Several former government officials and top leaders of the UNM 
have been arrested, including Bacho Akhalaia, who served vari-
ously as head of the penitentiary system (2005-2008), Minister 
of Defense (August 2009 – July 2012) and Minister of Internal 
Affairs (July – September 2012) ; Minister of Energy Alexander 
Khetaguri; ex-government official and director general of Rustavi 
2 TV company Nika Gvaramia; Georgian Prime Minister, Secre-

13 See: Joshua Berlinger, How A Brutal Prison Abuse Video Could Throw One Of America’s Key 
Eurasian Allies Into Chaos, 24 September 2012, available at http://www.businessinsider.com/georgia-
prison-scandal-election-chaos-2012-9 
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tary General of the United National Movement Vano Merabish-
vili and the Governor of Kakheti region Zurab Chiaberashvili. 

Bacho Akhalaia was charged with illegal deprivation of liberty 
and physical abuse of soldiers in October 2011, while serving 
as defense minister. The court found him not guilty but he was 
convicted in another case regarding a prison riot in 2006; how-
ever he was pardoned by outgoing president Mikheil Saakashvili. 
He remains in pre-trial detention for new charges concerning the 
murder of Sandro Girgvliani in 2005.14

Khetaguri and Gvaramia were charged with masterminding a 
corrupt scheme and forging tax documentation for the misap-
propriation of one million Georgian Lari, transferred for alleged 
consultation services by energy companies in Georgia owned by 
the Russian energy giant Inter RAO UES. The prosecution ar-
rested them on 19 December 2012, but they were released on 
bail the next day.15 Both Khetaguri and Gvaramia were found 
not guilty and cleared of all charges by the Tbilisi court on 14 
November 2013. 

Merabishvili and Chiaberashvili were arrested on 21 May 2013 
and charged with abuse of power, bribery of voters, misspend-
ing public funds and property misappropriation. Chiaberashvili 
was released on bail and Merabishvili was sent to pre-trial deten-
tion. After his arrest, as Secretary General of the UNM, Vano 
Merabishvili was unable to participate in the Georgian presiden-
tial election of 2013, and the former Chairman of the Parliament 
Davit Bakradze was elected Secretary General of the UNM in 
his place. 

On 22 December 2013 Tbilisi Court suspended Gigi Ugulava, 
mayor of Tbilisi and one of the leaders of the UNM opposition 
party, from office after he was charged in connection with the 
alleged misspending of GEL 48.18 million of public funds to 
cover UNM’s various expenses in 2011-2012. Prosecutors re-
quested Ugulava’s pre-trial detention and suspension from the 
office. The court set bail at GEL 50,000.16 Ugulava said that the 

14 Bacho Akhalaia acquitted in abuse case, two others convicted,  Democracy & Freedom Watch, 4 
December 2013, available at http://dfwatch.net/bacho-akhalaia-acquitted-in-abuse-case-two-others-
convicted-41102 

15 Court clears Rustavi 2 TV Director, former high official of all charges, Information Agency 
Tabula, 14 November 2013, available at  http://www.tabula.ge/en/story/77008-court-clears-rustavi-
2-tv-director-former-high-official-of-all-charges 

16 Court Suspends Tbilisi Mayor Ugulava from Office, Civil Georgia, 22 December 2013, 
available at http://www.civil.ge/eng/article.php?id=26814 
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court’s decision was a result of pressure exerted by the govern-
ment, and MP Davit Bakradze, leader of the UNM parliamentary 
minority group said, that the court ruling will have ‘very grave 
consequences for the future of Georgia’s democracy.’17 Similar 
to the case of Vano Merabishvili before the presidential election 
of 2013, the UNM perceives the charges against Gigi Ugulava as 
another attempt of the ruling GD to weaken the UNM before the 
forthcoming local government election in June 2014, and as an 
instance of political persecution.18 In response, Ugulava made   a 
statement alleging that Otar Partskhaladze, the newly appointed 
Chief Prosecutor of Georgia who was publicly nominated for this 
position on 8 November 2013, has a fake law degree and was 
convicted of robbery in Germany in 2001. Partskhaladze said he 
was convicted following allegations of failing to obey a German 
police officer. As a result of the political scandal he resigned. The 
GD politicians have said the ‘allegations against Partskhaladze 
were aimed at countering efforts to investigate former high-pro-
file officials,’19 though they did not pay attention to his criminal 
record when he was appointed, and did all they could to defend 
him during the scandal. According to Vladimir Socor, an analyst 
at the Jamestown Foundation, comments by government officials 
reveal that ‘Partskhaladze had been tasked to re-energize proceed-
ings against UNM officials - a policy labeled as a ‘restoration of 
justice’ by the government.’20

Amnesty

On 13 January 2013, Georgia enacted a law ‘On Amnesty’, which 
has affected more than 17,000 criminal cases. As of July 2013, 
up to 14 000 people had been released from prison.21 The presi-
dent of Georgia criticized the initiative and vetoed part of the bill, 
on the grounds that it stands to worsen the crime situation, but 
the Parliament overruled the veto. David Usupashvili, Speaker of 
the Parliament, signed the Law without the consent of the Presi-
dent Mikheil Saakashvili. Based on this Law, six Georgian Mafia 

17 UNM Condemns Suspending Ugulava from Mayoral Office, Civil Georgia, 22 December 2013,  
available at  http://www.civil.ge/eng/article.php?id=26813 

18 Ibid.

19 German Conviction Dooms Georgia’s Chief Prosecutor,  Radio Free Europe / Radio Liberty, 31 
December 2013, available at http://www.rferl.org/content/georgia/25217011.html 

20 Vladimir Socor, Georgia’s Discredited Chief Prosecutor Resigns—But Anti-UNM Prosecution 
Cases Multiply. Jamestown Foundation. Eurasia Daily Monitor Volume: 11 Issue: 2, 7 January 2014, 
available at http://www.refworld.org/docid/52cfeca44.html 

21 Beslan Kmuzov, Massovaia amnistia privela k rostu prestupnosti v Gruzii, zaiavili uchastniki akcii 
pamiati ubitoi 16-letnei devushki. Information Agency Kavkazski Uzel, 23 July 2013,  available at  
https://www.kavkaz-uzel.ru/articles/227622/ 
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bosses (‘thieves in law’), were released from prison in the end of 
January 2013 and within 24 hours they were obliged to leave the 
country, because they could not stay on the territory of Georgia, or 
their term of imprisonment would be extended. According to the 
Article 223 of the Criminal Code of Georgia, creating or partici-
pating in illegal armed groups even without committing a crime is 
a criminal offence, and such criminals cannot officially be on the 
territory of Georgia, unless they are in jail. 

Based on the Law ‘On Amnesty,’ up to 200 prisoners were de-
clared political prisoners and released after a mass amnesty came 
into force. Ucha Nanuashvili, the Public Defender of Georgia, 
said that ‘this is a historic day and the ‘process of restoring justice 
continues. People who were detained on political grounds are be-
ing set free.’22

In response to the UNM leaders, who denied the presence of polit-
ical prisoners in Georgian jails and protested against the amnesty, 
which to their mind threatened to aggravate the criminal situa-
tion in the country, former Interior Minister Irakli Gharibashvili 
declared that the ministry and police were fully mobilized and 
would not let the crime situation deteriorate.23 Beyond combat-
ing crime, the Interior Ministry of Georgia carried out reforms 
aimed at the depoliticization of the police force. The problem of 
the police force under Saakashvili was that in politically sensi-
tive cases, they were used as “political police”. The police was 
deployed to defend the UNM’s political interests at the expense of 
other political parties and movements, and therefore, helped them 
to maintain political power in the country. But Mr. Gharibashvili 
also declared that not all of the 190 prisoners qualified as political 
prisoners and that among those released are spies for the Russian 
military intelligence – the so called GRU – Main Intelligence Di-
rectorate.24

Crime and corruption 

Among the many initiatives seeking to restore justice and punish 
Saakashvili’s former government officials, there is an intention 
to launch a Parliamentary appeal to remove Article 223 from the 

22 Georgia releases 190 political prisoners, Democracy and Freedom Watch, 13 January 2013, 
available at http://dfwatch.net/georgia-releases-190-political-prisoners-13008 

23 Ibid.

24 Irakli Gharibashvili considers declaring Gevorkyan and Shkrilnikov as political prisoners 
was a mistake, 11 November 2013, Information Agency Interpresnews, available at  http://www.
interpressnews.ge/en/politicss/52176-irakli-gharibashvili-considers-declaring-gevorkyan-and-
shkrilnikov-as-political-prisoners-was-a-mistake.html?ar=A 
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Criminal Code of Georgia. Nana Kakabadze, Head of the Geor-
gian NGO ‘Former Political Prisoners for Human Rights’ and 
one of the authors of the list of the amnestied prisoners, supports 
this demand, because she believes that Article 223 violates the 
freedom of conscience and freedom of expression of prisoners. 
Even if they hold criminal ideologies, she argues, ‘it is unfair 
and undemocratic to arrest a person for his world outlook.’25 In 
December 2013, more than 900 prisoners went on hun-
ger strike in Georgia in support of revoking Article 223. 
In response, Sozar Subari, the Minister of Penitentiary, 
Corrections and Legal Assistance, stated: ‘As regards all 
those who have gone on hunger strike in connection with 
the establishment of a special commission must know 
that the government is working on this issue. And as re-
gards all others – I mean Article No. 223-1- their efforts 
are in vain because the government’s policy will remain 
unchanged.’26 The government clearly declared its inten-
tion not to allow Georgian mafia bosses to restore their 
influence among organized crime groups in Georgia, 
maintaining the previous government’s hard line on the criminal 
underworld. Despite that, Ucha Nanuashvili, the Public Defender 
of Georgia, believes that criminal bosses have actually increased 
their influence in Georgian prisons. According to the Georgian 
statistics, the number of criminal cases increased after the parlia-
mentary election of 2012, though not significantly.

Chart 3. Number of recorded crimes in 2011 and 2012.27

25 Six “thieves in law” released under amnesty in Georgia,Information Agency Georgia Times, 3 
January 2013, available at  http://www.georgiatimes.info/en/news/86058.html 

26 More than 900 prisoners on hunger strike in Georgia, Radio the Voice of Russia, 18 December 
2013, available at  http://voiceofrussia.com/news/2013_12_18/More-than-900-prisoners-on-hunger-
strike-in-Georgia-8982/ 

27 Sources: National Statistics Office of Georgia. Available at http://www.geostat.ge/?action=page&p_
id=602&lang=eng; danashaulis statistika saqartveloshi (ganvitarebis etapebi da qronologia. 2003-
2013). Information-Analytical Department. Ministry of Internal Affairs of Georgia, p. 6. 
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Regarding corruption, according to Transparency International’s 
Corruption Perceptions Index 2013, the situation in Georgia has 
deteriorated, and the country is now ranked 55th among 177 coun-
tries.28 One of the main reasons for this change relates to a politi-
cal struggle before the 2012 parliamentary election, in which the 
then ruling UNM pursued a policy of intimidation of the political 
opposition from the GD. Transparency International’s 2013 re-
port stated that ‘this situation undermined the country’s system of 
checks and balances and increased the risk of abuse of entrusted 
power at the higher tiers of government. However, the recent elec-
tions produced a more diverse and pluralistic parliament, creating 
new opportunities to address corruption risks.’29 The second key 
reason behind the increase in corruption is the nepotism under 
the current government of Georgia. Approximately 70 percent of 
Georgia’s 86,000 public servants are not chosen on the basis of an 
open job competition, according to the Civil Service Bureau of 
Georgia.30 The current practice of hiring staff without conducting 
a competition for a vacant position is a direct way to nepotism and 
political loyalty of civil servants. 

Conclusion

After the parliamentary (2012) and presidential (2013) elections, 
the criminal situation in Georgia did not significantly deteriorate. 
The situation worsened slightly in the period between the par-
liamentary and presidential elections; this was due in part to the 
amnesty law and the intense political struggle between the GD 
and UNM during the cohabitation period. 

Political corruption flourished during the Saakashvili era, and it 
improved after the parliamentary election of 2012, through nepo-
tism became a most frequent form of corruption under the new 
government of Georgia.    

Politically motivated prosecutions of the UNM leaders and for-
mer government officials remain the most sensitive political issue 
in Georgia following the presidential election of 2013.

Both the current President and the current Prime Minister of 
Georgia are nominees of the Georgian tycoon Bidzina Ivanishvili, 
who has moved to the civil sector, established a new NGO called 

28 The 2013 Corruption Perceptions Index,  Transparency International, available at http://www.
transparency.org/country#GEO 

29 Ibid.

30 Molly Corso. Georgia: Meritocracy Poised to Make Gain? EurasiaNet.org,  available at http://
www.eurasianet.org/node/67071 
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“Citizen”, and formally is no longer responsible for political de-
velopments. In 2012 and 2013, Georgia had the most free and 
fair democratic parliamentary and presidential elections in in its 
history, though it is not clear what kind of government it gained 
as a result. It remains uncertain whether this new government is 
a democratic one, with people and the parliament voting for and 
nominating their candidates, or a Mafiosi one with a Georgian 
tycoon nominating candidates, who the people and the parliament 
can only approve. There is one major question that still needs an 
answer: who controls both the President and the Prime-Minister 
of Georgia? Is it the people and the parliament, or the country’s 
richest man, who made his billions in criminal and corrupt Rus-
sia during the turbulent 1990s? The answer to this question will 
probably be clear after the next parliamentary elections in 2016.
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The April 5th presidential election could be a milestone for the democratization of 
Afghanistan, marking the first time in its history that an elected president will be 
replaced by another one. But if things do not go as planned, the consequences for 
security and stability in the country will be devastating. The presidential election and 
the transition will overlap, and both of these processes are key to securing a better 
future for Afghanistan. In this respect, this article will firstly review the early elec-
tion process in comparison to previous ones. Secondly, the electoral system will be 
explained. Later on, the 2009 presidential election will be assessed in order to derive 
lessons from the mistakes that led to a disappointing failure of electoral process. 
The next section will focus on the upcoming election, mainly in relation to the front-
runners from an ethnic point of view. The conclusion will review the recent positive 
developments and recommendations for a free, fair and transparent election.   

2014 Afghanistan  
Presidential Election: 
An Ethnic Analysis
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Afghans are going to vote for their new president in the 
upcoming presidential elections, which will be held on April 

5 2014. The incumbent president, Hamid Karzai, is not eligible 
to run for the third term due to constitutional limits. According to 
the Constitution of Afghanistan, “no individual shall be elected 
for more than two terms as President and/or Vice-President.”1 
The period of candidate nomination for presidential elections 
was open for 21 days, from September 16 to October 6 2013, 
based on the electoral timeline announced by the Independent 
Election Commission (IEF) of Afghanistan.

On November 20th 2013, 4 days later than the official 
electoral deadline, the Independent Election Commission 
announced the final list of the presidential candidates. 
Eleven presidential candidates qualified for the final 
list, while 16 others were disqualified for a number of 
reasons, among them dual citizenship, level of education, 
and documentation. The candidates are Dr. Abdullah 
Abdullah (former Foreign Minister), Zalmai Rassoul 
(former Foreign Minister), Ashraf Gani Ahmadzai 
(former Finance Minister), Abdul Rahim Wardak (former 
Defense Minister), Qayum Karzai (President Hamid 
Karzai’s brother), Daud Sultanzoi (former member of 
parliament), Sardar Mohammad Nadir Naeem (member 
of former royal family), Hidayat Amin Arsala (former 
Senior Presidential Advisor), Qutbuddin Hilal (Islamist 
leader), Gul Agha Sherzai (former Governor), and Abdul 
Rab Rasul Sayyaf (Afghan Salafi leader).2 Among the 
candidates, only Dr. Abdullah is ethnic Tajik; the rest are 

all ethnic Pashtuns.

Although the list of presidential candidates is not ethnically 
diverse, there are 8 Hazara, 6 Tajik, 5 Uzbek and 3 Pashtun Vice-
Presidential candidates running for the office. This issue is quite 
important for Afghan politics, in order to ensure equalized power 
sharing among ethnic groups. This has always been a problem 
and will remain one in the future. As Simonsen puts it: “ethnicity 
has become more salient in the country” since the beginning of 
Operation Enduring Freedom.3

1 Article 62, The Constitution of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan, available at http://www.iec.org.
af/pdf/legalframework/law/afghanistan_constitution.pdf

2 Final List of 2014 Presidential Candidates, available at http://www.iec.org.af/pdf/finallist13/
presidential.pdf

3 Sven Gunnar Simonsen, “Ethnicising Afghanistan?: inclusion and exclusion in post-
Bonn institution building”, Third World Quarterly, Vol. 25, No. 4, pp. 707-729, 2004. (DOI: 
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In comparison with the former presidential elections, there are 
far fewer eligible candidates for 2014. While 18 candidates (8 
Pashtuns, 7 Tajiks, 2 Uzbeks and 1 Hazara) ran for presidency in 
20044, there were 32 in 2009.

Before analyzing the 2009 presidential elections and the 
expectations and implications of the 2014 elections, a brief 
outline of Afghanistan’s electoral system will be provided.

The Electoral System

The Afghan electoral system for presidential elections 
is based on a majority voting system. Citizens directly 
elect the president. Article 61 of the 2004 constitution 
states that the “president shall be elected by receiving 
more than fifty percent of votes cast by voters through 
free, general, secret and direct voting”5 in the first round. 
It should be noted here that none of the ethnic groups 
in Afghanistan is the majority in the population, not even the 
Pashtuns. Therefore, even if we accept that the voting for the 
presidential candidates depends mainly ethnicity, candidates still 
have to appeal to other ethnic communities than their 
own. Running with two vice-presidents coming from 
two different ethnic groups is one of the most effective 
strategies in this respect, and one which most of the 2014 
presidential candidates are following.

If none of the candidates gets more than fifty percent 
of the vote in the first round, “elections for the second 
round shall be held within two weeks from the date 
election results are proclaimed, and, in this round, only 
two candidates who have received the highest number 
of votes in the first round shall participate,”6 states the 
Electoral Law (August 16 2010). This is what happened 
in the 2009 elections, as will be described in detail later.

Another important aspect of the electoral system is the 
possibility of the death of a presidential candidate. As 
the Electoral Law specifies, “if one of the Presidential 

10.1080/01436590410001678942)

4 International Crisis Group, “Afghanistan: From Presidential to Parliamentary Elections”, Asia 
Report, No. 88, Brussels and Kabul. http://www.crisisgroup.org/en/regions/asia/south-asia/
afghanistan/088-afghanistan-from-presidential-to-parliamentary-elections.aspx   

5 Article 61, The Constitution of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan.

6 Chapter 4 Article 17, “Presidential Elections”, Electoral Law, available at http://www.iec.org.af/pdf/
legalframework/law/electorallaw_eng.pdf
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candidates dies during the first or second round of voting, or after 
the elections and before the announcement of elections results, 
the elections shall be held again in accordance with provisions 
of the law.”7 This issue is somewhat controversial, given that the 
whole country is at war and Taliban threats against the candidates 
are not uncommon. Also, given the cost of the elections in relation 
to the Afghan economy, it is hard to pay for a whole new election 
process.

The final thing that should be mentioned in the electoral system 
is the term of office, which is five-years, and the same person 
cannot be elected as president or vice-president more than twice.

The Experience of 2009 Presidential Election

The 2009 Afghanistan presidential election took place on August 
20th. The Independent Election Commission announced the exact 
date only six months before the elections. The approval of the 
timeline only six months before created two problems. The first 
one was that the five-year presidential term of the incumbent, 
President Hamid Karzai, was due to end in May 2009 and under 
the constitution, the next presidential election should be held 30 
to 60 days before that date. Secondly, since Karzai’s presidential 
term expired on May 21st, his continuation as president until 
the declaration of the election results would not be legitimate. 
Hence, the decision was both unconstitutional and politically 
unacceptable especially for the opposition groups of President 
Karzai.8 However, in March, the Supreme Court of Afghanistan, 
despite the accusations and complaints of the oppositions, 
extended Hamid Karzai’s term until a new leader had been 
elected.9   

Notwithstanding any legal requirements, it would not have been 
easy to hold the elections in March or April 2009 for several 
reasons. Harsh weather conditions during the spring provided 
the first reason to delay the elections.10 The Independent Election 

7 Ibid.

8 Farangis Najibullah, “Karzai’s Opponents Slam Supreme Court Ruling As ‘Unconstitutional’”, 
Radio Free Europe Radio Liberty (RFE/RL), 30 March 2009, http://www.rferl.org/content/Karzais_
Opponents_Slam_Supreme_Court_Ruling_As_Unconstitutional_/1564465.html

9 Democracy International, “U.S. Election Observation Mission to the Afghanistan Presidential 
and Provincial Council Elections 2009”, August 2010, Maryland. Available at http://
democracyinternational.com/sites/default/files/U.S.%20Election%20Observation%20Mission,%20
Afghanistan%20Presidential%20and%20Provincial%20Council%20Elections%202009%20
Final%20Report.pdf 

10 International Crisis Group, “Afghanistan: The Long, Hard Road to the 2014 Transition”, Asia 
Report, No. 236, Brussels and Kabul. http://www.crisisgroup.org/~/media/Files/asia/south-asia/
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Commission also announced that the security conditions would 
be fragile during the spring, which is quite likely the beginning 
of the battle season.11 Besides, the Taliban threats against the 
presidential candidates and voter were deemed high-risk.

The August 20th presidential (and provincial council) elections 
were held on time despite the critical violence threats throughout 
the country. Even though these were the third elections since the 
collapse of the Taliban government in 2001, it was the first time 
they were held under an Afghan-led election commission. Thus 
the elections were a litmus test for Afghanistan’s projections for 
democracy and political stability.12

It was vitally important for Afghanistan to have a free 
and fair election, which could, it was hoped, lead to 
stability and security,13 proving the existence of a self-
sufficient administration able to manage the future of its 
people. The Independent Election Commission had the 
key role in all this; however, the Commission was not 
truly independent, since president Hamid Karzai had 
appointed all seven of its members.

Local and international observers have declared that there was 
widespread electoral fraud starting from the very first day of the 
election process. The IEC started to announce the partial results 
ten days after the elections; however the Electoral Complaints 
Commission received hundreds of complaints every day. In a 
month, the ECC received more than 2800 complaints regarding 
the polling day and the counting process, of which 726 were 
considered serious enough to affect the results.14 Following the 
announcement of the uncertified final results on September 16th, 
the UN-backed Election Complaints Commission decided to 
recount 10 percent of the votes. According to the first results, 
Karzai had won the election in one round with 54.6 percent of 
the vote.

afghanistan/236-afghanistan-the-long-hard-road-to-the-2014-transition.pdf

11 Ibid.

12 Democracy International, op. cit.

13 Salih Doğan, “Election Scenarios in Afghanistan: Will There Be A Real Winner?”, 20 October 
2009, available at http://www.salihdogan.com/2009/10/election-scenarios-in-afghanistan-will-there-
be-a-real-winner/ 

14 Canadian Broadcasting Corporation, “Afghan election results give Karzai 55% of vote,” 16 
September 2009, available at http://www.cbc.ca/news/world/afghan-election-results-give-karzai-55-
of-vote-1.837810
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The certified final result was announced on October 21, more 
than two months after the elections. Almost 27 percent of 
Karzai’s votes were fraudulent, and other candidates had lower 
percentages of fraudulent votes. Approximately 1 million votes 
were invalid and excluded from the final count. Voter turnout was 
slightly more than thirty percent. One of the reasons for the much 
lower voter turnout was that a large number of polling stations 
were not opened on election day due to security concerns. The 
accessibility problem was a major factor, especially in the 
Pashtun-dominated provinces in southern Afghanistan, where 
the turnout was as low as 5 to 10 percent.15

Following the official announcement of the first round, a run-
off election was scheduled for November 7 because none of 
the candidates received 50 percent of the votes. Hamid Karzai 
had 49.67 percent of the votes, and the first round runner up Dr. 
Abdullah Abdullah had 30.59 percent. As the Afghan constitution 
states, Karzai and Dr. Abdullah were the two eligible candidates 
to run for the presidency in the second round, but this round 
never took place.

Dr. Abdullah withdrew from the run-off vote on 
November 1st. He declared that a transparent, free and fair 
election was not possible, since none of his demands for 
changes had been met.16 A day after he pulled out of the 
race, the Independent Election Commission announced 
the termination of the November 7 run-off and confirmed 
Hamid Karzai as the winner and Afghanistan’s next 
president.

With dozens of questions in their minds, Afghan 
citizens had completed the electoral process. It was not 

a success for the Afghan government, nor for the Independent 
Election Commission - nor even for Hamid Karzai himself. In 
the 2004 elections, Karzai had received full support from the 
U.S. and NATO countries; however, in 2009, he was the focal 
point of the criticism from the Western bloc. In response, Karzai 
accused the U.S. and its allies about foreign interference in the 
presidential election process. Even Mawlawi Mustafa Barakzai, 
one of the two Afghan members of the UN-dominated Electoral 
Complaints Commission, resigned over ‘foreign interference’ in 

15 Carlotta Gall, “Two Claim to Lead Afghan Race for President”, The New York Times, 21 August 
2009, available at  http://www.nytimes.com/2009/08/22/world/asia/22afghan.html

16 The Telegraph, “Abdullah Abdullah pulls out of Afghan presidential election run-off”, 1 November 
2009, available at http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/asia/afghanistan/6478225/Abdullah-
Abdullah-pulls-out-of-Afghan-presidential-election-run-off.html

With dozens of questions 
in their minds, Afghan 
citizens had completed 

the electoral process. 
It was not a success for 
the Afghan government, 
nor for the Independent 

Election Commission - nor 
even for Hamid Karzai 

himself. 

98

Caucasus International



the process.17 He blamed the three UN-appointed international 
officials – from the U.S., Canada, and the Netherlands– accusing 
them of “making all the decisions on their own”.18

This three-month period started with election day and came to 
an end with Hamid Karzai’s inauguration on November 19th. The 
conclusion was crystal clear: the 2009 presidential elections had 
been a failure in all aspects.

2014 Afghanistan Presidential Election

The April 5th 2014 presidential election will be the most 
important one in the country’s history, because, for the 
first time, an elected president will be replaced with 
another elected president. If that happens successfully, 
it will represent the first big step in Afghanistan’s 
democratization. A much-needed political transition, if 
implemented smoothly, is absolutely essential given that 
the international security forces are timetabled to leave 
Afghanistan by the end of 2014.19

A Possible Delay?

The 2014 presidential election will be the first in Afghanistan’s 
history to be held in spring. President Karzai has suggested 
delaying the April elections due to the weather concerns including 
possible heavy snow; however, the IEC chairman Yousof 
Nooristani has declared that the election date cannot be changed 
based on the constitution and electoral law.20 One of the reasons 
for scheduling the election in early April was to reduce the risk of 
violence from the Taliban. If the IEC has to postpone the election 
for technical reasons or due to weather conditions,21 it will be 
highly controversial, given that they have already refused this 
request based on the Constitution.

In fact, holding the elections earlier than April 5th could have been 
beneficial in many ways. Based on the April 5th timetable, there 

17 OSCE/ODIHR Election Support Team, “Islamic Republic of Afghanistan: Presidential and 
Provincial Council Elections”, 8 December 2009, Warsaw,  available at http://www.osce.org/odihr/
elections/40753

18 Democracy International, op. cit.

19 Zekria Barakzai, “2014 Presidential and Provincial Council Elections in Afghanistan”, United 
States Institute of Peace, Special Report No. 338, November 2013.  

20 Jessica Donati & Hamid Shalizi, “Afghan president suggests poll delay to avoid snow, organizers 
say”, Reuters, 2 December 2013, available at http://www.reuters.com/article/2013/12/02/us-
afghanistan-election-karzai-idUSBRE9B107O20131202

21 Zekria Barakzai, op. cit.
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will be very limited time to make things work between 
the new Afghan president and Western colleagues if he 
has different ideas than Karzai. President Karzai should 
have demanded a presidential election sometime in 
summer 2013. There is an ongoing peace process, and 
nobody knows where it might lead in the near future. 
Also, the Transition Process is coming to an end and 
there are still many unanswered questions in relation to 
the Transformation Decade (2015-2024). Afghanistan 
is unlikely to be ready for a sudden change in terms of 
NATO support. These uncertainties make everything 
much more challenging for this election.

The Candidates

It is quite common to discuss the Afghan issue in terms of the 
ethnic groups, and so there are several academics, researchers, 
journalists and officials who classify the issue as an ethnic 
one.22 What makes the discussion on the ethnicity so important 
in Afghanistan is the 2004 Constitution itself. According to the 
Afghan Constitution, “the nation of Afghanistan is composed 
of all individuals who possess the citizenship of Afghanistan. 
The nation of Afghanistan shall be comprised of Pashtun, Tajik, 
Hazara, Uzbek, Turkman, Baluch, Pachaie, Nuristani, Aymaq, 

Arab, Qirghiz, Qizilbash, Gujur, Brahwui and other 
tribes. The word Afghan shall apply to every citizen of 
Afghanistan.”23

If all the ethnic groups are called “Afghan” in accordance 
with the Constitution, why would there be a problem 
based on ethnicity? In Afghanistan’s modern history, 
the term “Afghan” always referred to Pashtuns, and 
the rest of the population (non-Pashtun inhabitants) 
generally used ethnic labels like Uzbek, Tajik and Hazara 
to identify themselves.24 In order to solve this problem, 
in the Constitutional Loya Jirga (CLJ) of 2003 – before 

22 For more on the issue, see: Ahmed Rashid, “Taliban: Militant Islam, Oil and Fundamentalism in 
Central Asia,” New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000; International Crisis Group, “Afghanistan: The 
Problem of Pashtun Alienation”, International Crisis Group Asia Report, No. 62, 2003; Human Rights 
Watch, “Paying for the Taliban’s Crimes: Abuses Against Ethnic Pashtuns in Northern Afghanistan”, 
Human Rights Watch Report, Vol. 14, No. 2 (C), 2002. 

23 Article 4, The Constitution of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan.

24 Anthony Hyman, “Nationalism in Afghanistan”, International Journal of Middle East Studies, Vol. 
34, No. 2, Special Issue: Nationalism and the Colonial Legacy in the Middle East and Central Asia, 
(May, 2002), pp. 299-315.  
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the ratification of the Constitution – the representatives of 
the northern bloc, mainly Tajiks and Uzbeks, demanded the 
acknowledgement of the multiethnic structure of Afghanistan and 
for the citizens to be called “Afghanistanis” instead of Afghan.25 
This demand angered the Pashtun representatives of the Loya 
Jirga and it was, needless to say, not accepted.

Having taken a look at the big picture, one can see the 
importance of ethnic issues in Afghanistan. The ethnic 
identity of a candidate does matter in the presidential 
elections. It is quite important for a presidential candidate 
to reach out to other ethnic groups – mainly Pashtuns, 
Tajiks, Uzbeks, and Hazaras – and gather them with 
the state administration by giving them a chance to be 
represented in the presidential office. The president-to-
be must at least have projects and goals on this specific 
topic. The best way to express this notion to the public, as 
a threshold matter, is having vice presidential candidates 
from different ethnic groups.

It is revealing that the four leading presidential hopefuls have 
followed this strategy, nominating candidates from different 
ethnic groups for the vice presidential positions (in alphabetical 
order):

i) Abdullah Abdullah: He is the son of a Tajik mother 
and a Pashtun father, but generally considered a 
Tajik. Abdullah is a former Afghan foreign minister 
(2001-2005) and head of the National Coalition 
of Afghanistan. His vice-presidential nominees 
are Mohammad Khan (Pashtun), a senior member 
of Hezb-e-Islami movement, and Mohammed 
Mohaqeq (Hazara), a former warlord. He ran against 
Hamid Karzai and finished second behind him in the 
2009 presidential election with more than 30 percent 
of the vote. He has the support of Balkh provincial 
Governor Mohammad Atta Noor, a powerful name 
in the northern Afghanistan, as was the case in 2009. 
Abdullah is the only non-Pashtun candidate among 
the 11 names.26

ii) Ashraf Gani Ahmadzai: He is a Pashtun technocrat 

25 Barnett R. Rubin, “Crafting a Constitution for Afghanistan”, Journal of Democracy, Vol. 15, No. 
3, July 2004, pp. 5-19. 

26 For more information about Abdullah Abdullah and his opinions on the election, see: “Abdullah, 
in Interview, Speaks About His Presidential Campaign”, The Wall Street Journal, 2 October 2013, 
available at http://online.wsj.com/news/articles/SB10001424052702304176904579111220817648700
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and his vice presidential running mates are General 
Abdul Rashid Dostum (Uzbek) and Sarwar Danish 
(Hazara). Before returning to Afghanistan shortly 
after the fall of the Taliban regime, he was a well-
known academic in the United States and also 
spent several years working for the World Bank. 
Ashraf Gani served as the finance minister between 
2002-2004 and afterwards as chancellor of Kabul 
University. He also ran in the 2009 presidential 
election but gained less than 3 percent of the vote. 
He was President Karzai’s transition advisor before 
he announced his candidacy. It was surprising for 
many when he picked Rashid Dostum, an Uzbek 
former warlord, as his first vice president since he is a 
controversial figure in the Afghan politics. However, 
he is very influential in the Uzbek community and 
can win the Uzbek vote. Danish, who is the former 
justice minister, was picked to appeal to the Hazara 
vote.27

iii) Qayum Karzai: He is the older brother of President 
Hamid Karzai. His vice-presidential nominees 
are Wahidullah Shahrani (ethnic Uzbek), who has 
served as minister of mines, and Ibrahim Qasemi 
(Hazara), a former MP. Karzai is a businessman and 
former lawmaker. He has not received an official 
endorsement from President Hamid Karzai.28

iv) Zalmai Rassoul: He is a Pashtun medical doctor from 
Kandahar. Rassoul served as foreign minister before 
resigning to run for office. He was also a former 
national security adviser. Ahmad Zia Massoud 
(Tajik), former vice-president (2004-2009) and 
brother of the Ahmad Shah Massoud, and Habiba 
Sarobi (Hazara), former governor of Bamyan and 
minister for women’s affairs, are Rassoul’s running 
mates. He participated in the 2001 Bonn Conference, 
where important decisions on Afghanistan’s 
immediate administrative order were taken.29

27 For more information about Ashraf Gani Ahmadzai and his opinions on the election, see: “Ghani, 
in Interview, Explains Why He Is Competing in Afghan Vote”, The Wall Street Journal, 30 September 
2013, available at http://online.wsj.com/news/articles/SB10001424052702304373104579107242477
599298

28 For more information about Qayum Karzai and his opinions on the election, see: “Q&A With 
Afghan Presidential Candidate Qayum Karzai”, The Wall Street Journal, 8 October 2013, available at  
http://online.wsj.com/news/articles/SB10001424052702303442004579123652827839462

29 For more information about Zalmai Rassoul and his opinions on the election, see: “Q&A: Afghan 
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Conclusion

In comparison to the 2009 elections, the timetable was set 
long before the election date and the preparations were started 
relatively early. In addition, the regulations regarding the 
Independent Election Commission and the Electoral Complaints 
Commission are positive developments. The independence and 
objectivity of the IEC were much debated in 2009. It is now 
crucial that the neutrality of the IEC is not an issue, and it must 
work within the structure and in accordance with its legally 
defined responsibilities in order to gain the support and trust of 
all stakeholders.30

To be able to do that, the officials have worked on multiple 
drafts of the legislation under a new title: “the Structure and 
Responsibility Law of the IEC and ECC.” The appointment 
process for commissioners was changed after many discussions 
with civil society organizations and political parties. The new 
law requires the selection committee to nominate 27 candidates 
for IEC membership and 15 for ECC membership. Then the 
president has to pick 9 names for the IEC and 5 for ECC from 
the list, with attention to “national participation and gender 
balance.”31

Another issue is the security challenges that were so problematic 
in 2009. Security has to be the priority on the 2014 election 
agenda, throughout the whole election process. The capacity of 
the Afghan National Security Forces (Afghan National Police 
and Army) to provide sufficient security during the preparations, 
election day, vote counting term, declaration of results, and 
possible post-election riots and demonstrations does not seem 
sufficient.32 The International Security Assistance Force has to 
be on the ground side-by-side with Afghan forces under these 
circumstances. Opening as many polling stations as possible on 
the election day and keeping them secure will directly influence 
the voter turnout. The higher the voter turnout, the higher the 
levels of satisfaction and ownership all stakeholders will feel in 
regard to the elections. In addition, preventing the opening of 
ghost polling centers could also protect against massive fraud, as 
happened in 2009.

Presidential Candidate Zalmai Rassoul”, The Wall Street Journal, 13 November 2013, available at 
http://online.wsj.com/news/articles/SB10001424052702303914304579194983811629524

30 Zekria Barakzai, op. cit.

31 Ibid. 

32 Ibid. 
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The incumbent president Hamid Karzai has repeatedly said that 
he will not support any candidate in the upcoming election, even 
though one of them is his brother. He has also declared that he 
will not allow any government official to intervene in the election 
process. The latest presidential decrees support what Karzai says 
in terms of ensuring better elections.33 However, the success of 
all these actions and statements depends on the work done in the 
field. 

Increased engagement by civil society organizations, the media, 
observers (both local and international), party agents, and most 
importantly the Afghan citizens themselves, could lead to free 
and fair elections. The success of the 2014 presidential election 
hinges on these factors.  

33 Ibid. 
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As predicted, Azerbaijan’s presidential elections on October 9, 2013, saw a clear vic-
tory by the incumbent, President Ilham Aliyev. The election results bolster public and 
international confidence in the continuation of the current political and economic 
policies of the country. There have been no serious challenges to the country’s lead-
ership, and in this sense, there are no factors that could somehow affect the situ-
ation. At the same time, the country’s agenda over the next five-year presidential 
term will be defined by new expectations. Along with the preservation of stability 
in the country and the implementation of infrastructure projects, the leadership will 
see new challenges associated with improving living conditions and increasing in-
volvement in the international arena. Through economic development and the imple-
mentation of international projects, Azerbaijan has become an important regional 
actor. In this regard, new areas of activity are emerging. It is therefore necessary to 
carry out a series of measures and reforms to prepare for the new challenges that 
Azerbaijan may face in the near future. This article analyzes Azerbaijan’s social, politi-
cal and economic trajectory in the post-election period, defining the key parameters 
of national development.

After the 2013 Azerbaijani 
Presidential Elections: 
Challenges and Expectations
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The presidential elections in Azerbaijan on October 9, 2013 re-
sulted in a clear victory for the incumbent, President Ilham 

Aliyev. Aliyev received 84.54 percent of all votes. For compari-
son, his main opponent, representative of the united opposition 
Jamil Hasanli, won 5.53 percent of the vote. Together, the remain-
ing eight presidential candidates received less than 10 percent of 
the vote.1

The results of this election were predicted far in advance. With-
out a doubt, the current president has broad support among the 
population, and at the time of the elections there was no other 
candidate who was a serious competitor.

The election results and confidence of the Azerbaijani 
voters demonstrate not only the level of public support 
for the current policy direction, but also the expectations 
for the further development of the country. For those who 
voted for Ilham Aliyev, he represents what Azerbaijan 
has achieved over the last ten years. It should be noted 
that Ilham Aliyev is the successor of his father, Heydar 
Aliyev, who successfully established political and eco-
nomic stability in the country, prevented disintegration, 
and formed a balanced foreign policy that would meet the 
national interests of Azerbaijan. As for Ilham Aliyev, over 

the ten years of his presidency, he has pursued a policy line that 
has strengthened statehood and independence. During this period, 
major energy and transport projects such as the Baku-Tbilisi- 
Ceyhan and Baku-Tbilisi-Erzurum have been implemented. Due 
to the success of their implementation, alternative routes for ac-
cess to world markets have been created. Thanks to successful and 
skillful strategizing, Azerbaijan has been able to establish close 
ties with the Western markets. Given the specificity and complex-
ity of the region in which Azerbaijan is located, the country has 
been very successful in shaping its foreign policy based strictly 
on national interests. It is expected that Azerbaijan will continue 
to pursue this policy.

The implementation of various energy projects has become the 
basis of economic growth and prosperity in Azerbaijan. Between 
2003 and 2013, the country’s GDP has tripled. As of January 1, 
2014, the total sum which accumulated in Azerbaijan Oil Fund’s 

1 Protocol on the Voting Results by Central Election Commission of the Republic of Azerbaijan, 
conducted on October 9, 2013, Official Site of the Central Election Commission of the Republic of 
Azerbaijan, available at http://www.msk.gov.az/uploads/protokollar/CEC_protocol_2013.pdf.
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(SOFAZ)2 consisted of 35 billion 877.5 millions USD; the in-
crease for the year was 5.1 percent.3

During the first five years of Ilham Aliyev’s presidency, economic 
growth was driven entirely by the oil sector. But in subsequent 
years this tendency started to change and economic diversifica-
tion was achieved. Hence, in 2013, the share of the non-oil sector 
in the national economy was 56 percent.

New challenges: internal and external obstacles

However, while the existence of the stable and strong state has 
many positive aspects, it also has negative features. In the process 
of strengthening statehood, the promotion of civil society devel-
opment was pushed aside. Following the collapse of the Soviet 
Union, Azerbaijan has faced many challenges. However, these 
challenges are based on objective factors. The continued war with 
Armenia over Nagorno-Karabakh meant that the country was in 
chaos: the political situation was unstable and the economy col-
lapsed. In this case the priority was to ensure state control and 
to rebuild the economy. As a result, the construction of a strong 
state was prioritized, while the development of civil society was 
delayed. External as well as internal factors influenced the devel-
opment of this phenomenon. 

One of the main reasons for the limited development of 
civil society is the ongoing Armenian-Azerbaijani Nago-
rno-Karabakh conflict. About 20 percent of Azerbaijani 
territory is occupied by Armenia. In addition, there are 
about million refugees and internally displaced persons 
(IDPs) in the country. The inability to control the whole 
national territory, along with the presence of refugees and 
IDPs who have been forced to live in harsh conditions for 
more than twenty years, have complicated the creation of favor-
able conditions for the development of civil society.

Another external factor is Russia’s desire to maintain its influence 
in the South Caucasus region and to prevent a possible Western 
presence, in tension with the desire of the regional states to inte-
grate the region into the Euro-Atlantic sphere. In this case, Russia 
attempts to use all available tools of influence to prevent a pos-
sible rapprochement with the West in the region.

2 State Oil Fund of Azerbaijan Republic.

3 Государственный нефтяной фонд в прошлом году заработал $19,4 млрд.б 28.01.2014, available 
at http://www.contact.az/docs/2014/Economics&Finance/012800067140ru.htm#.UvDh6fmSzeM.
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The third factor is the potential threat from Azerbaijan’s southern 
neighbor Iran, which wishes to increase its influence, as well as 
to support the spread of radicalism and extremist elements within 
Azerbaijan.

Finally, an important factor is that the Euro-Atlantic structures, 
such as NATO and the EU, have no particular desire to deepen re-
lations with the countries of the South Caucasus, including Azer-
baijan.4 It should be noted that these institutions played a major 
role in the rapid transition to a market economy and democracy in 
the former members of the Eastern Bloc. Because these countries 
were given comprehensive assistance, as well as a guarantee of 
membership in NATO and the EU, reforms were carried out very 
successfully. The relationship between NATO and the EU and 
the countries of the former Soviet Union is quite different. These 
countries were offered limited assistance without guarantees for 
integration in the future. Therefore, participation in the programs 
of these structures did not contribute to reforms; indeed it actually 
posed challenges to national security and even territorial integrity.

Thus the outcome of the projects offered by these two or-
ganizations have not satisfied Azerbaijan, based on their 
limited objectives and lack of security guarantees. The 
situation in neighboring Georgia demonstrates that Azer-
baijan was right to be skeptical. Georgia considered the 
IPAP5 program as a step towards further integration into 
NATO. However, at the NATO Summit in April 2008, 
both Georgia and Ukraine were denied the status of candi-
date for membership. Further developments in South Os-
setia and Russia’s recognition of this territory and Abkha-
zia as independent states revealed the reality that the West 

is not ready to face Russia in the interests of its allies and partners 
from the former Soviet Union.

Given that Azerbaijan also faces the problem of separatism, Baku 
is not ready to engage in questionable initiatives with uncertain 
outcomes. Such “adventures” could be costly, and even risk the 
country’s territorial integrity. As a result, Azerbaijan has not ex-
pressed a desire to join NATO, as long as this organization does 
not wish to see Azerbaijan among its members. Moreover, in 
2011, Azerbaijan joined the Non-Aligned Movement, thereby de-
4 Rovshan Ibrahimov, The influence Level of External Factors on the Political Transformations in 
Azerbaijan since Independence, The South Caucasus 2018: Facts, Trends, Future Scenarios, 
Konrad Adenauer Stiftung, Tbilisi, 2013, p.41.

5 Individual Partnership Action Plan.
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claring its political location: outside any blocs. 

The same can be said of the EU Eastern Partnership Program. 
Azerbaijan originally stated that the proposed framework for co-
operation - the Eastern Partnership - did not meet its national in-
terests. Azerbaijan has been proved correct by subsequent events 
in Ukraine and Armenia, both of which initially wanted to join 
the program, but were blocked by Russian interventions and thus 
refused to sign Association Agreements with the EU.

New priorities in the framework of national interests

Located in this geopolitically complicated region, Azerbaijan is 
unable to change the external factors. Despite this, Azerbaijan 
pursues a skillfully balanced policy, preventing unwanted chal-
lenges to its national security. In general, it is safe to say that 
Azerbaijan has managed to build a strong, stable state that can 
provide security and the conditions for a peaceful existence for 
its citizens. Despite the fact that the main challenge for state se-
curity, the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict, remains unresolved and 
is an instrument of pressure on Azerbaijan by third countries, it 
has never been an obstacle for the implementation of nationally 
important projects. All the regional projects in which Azerbaijan 
has participated have either been successfully completed, or are 
underway. The country has become an important actor in interna-
tional politics, and was even elected as a non-permanent member 
of the UN Security Council.

In general, the main trend of Azerbaijan’s development within 
the past decade has been the construction of a stable state, which 
indicates political predictability, economic development and the 
realization of national interests in the international arena. Great 
importance was accorded to building infrastructure. During the 
first two presidential terms attention was focused on solving the 
fundamental problems and creating the necessary infrastructure, 
in subsequent years, along with the completion of this cycle, spe-
cial attention will be given to increasing quality of life and the 
effectiveness public services. The existing foundation will allow 
for policy improvements in all spheres of society.

Continuation of intensive economic development

With regard to economic development, a number of regionally 
significant infrastructure projects are expected. The Baku-Tbilisi-
Kars railway, which will enable alternative transportation routes 
for freight between Europe and the Far East, is scheduled for com-
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pletion in 2015. In addition, the construction of TANAP 
natural gas pipeline in Turkey is planned. TANAP will 
allow for the export of Azerbaijani gas to European mar-
kets. These projects will strengthen the position of Azer-
baijan at the regional level and create new opportunities 
for entering into new markets and pursuing new integra-
tion processes.6

However, the main aim of Azerbaijan’s economy develop-
ment in the next five years will be the development of the 
non-oil sector, and economic diversification. Reduced de-
pendence on the energy sector is very important because 
the country’s main economic indicators are directly de-
pendent on this sector. Thus, it is expected that the trans-

fers from the SOFAZ to state budget in 2014 will provide 9,337 
billion Azerbaijani manat (approximately 11, 903 billion USD) or 
50.8 percent of the total budget income.7 In addition, Azerbaijan 
is heavily dependent on energy exports. In 2013, the total exports 
of Azerbaijan consisted of 29.975 billion USD, of which non-oil 
sector accounted for only  1.615 billion USD, just 5.3 percent of 
total exports.8

In the long term, this could lead to “Dutch disease”, which has 
threatened a number of countries whose economies are also de-
pendent on energy revenues. In general, the asymmetric develop-
ment of the economy has a negative impact, leading eventually 
to a general crisis. In this regard, the Azerbaijani government is 
already trying to counteract this dependency. In short, if we con-
sider the budget figures for 2014, it is already possible to note 
some positive trends. Hence, compared with 2013, transfers from 
SOFAZ will be reduced by  2.58 billion USD, or 17.7 percent. In 
addition, the budget’s dependence on revenues from the oil sector 
was also reduced from 75 percent in 2013 to 66 percent in 2014. 
In addition, the expected downward trend of oil sector in GDP, 
which began several years ago, will be 38.5 percent in 2014.9 In 

6 Rovshan Ibrahimov, Link the Chain: South Caucasus as a Transport and Logistic Hub Between 
Regions, Interregional Cooperation in Eurasia, Transport and Logistic Projects as an Accelerator of 
Integration within and Between the Black Sea Region, The South Caucasus and The Central Asia, 
SAM, Baku, 2013, p. 58. 

7 Azerbaijan Budget for 2014 approved: transfers from the Oil Fund, VAT and profit tax will form the 
basis of revenue, 20.12.2014, available at http://abc.az/eng/news/78251.html.

8 Macro-economic indicators (2013), The State Statistical Committee of the Republic of Azerbaijan, 
available at http://www.stat.gov.az/macroeconomy/indexen.php.

9 Azerbaijan State Budget for 2014: Brief Description, Center for Economic and Social Development, 
Baku, 04.11.2014, available at http://cesd.az/new/wp-content/uploads/2013/11/Azerbaijan_State_
Budget_CESD_View.pdf.
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2013, the Azerbaijani government adopted a strategy titled “Azer-
baijan 2020: A Look into the Future”. According to this concept, it 
is expected that by 2020 Azerbaijan will be a regional commercial 
center with per capita income at 13,000 USD. As for the non-
oil sector, it is expected that exports should be about 1,000 USD 
per person. Moreover, the annual growth of non-oil sector of the 
economy should increase annually about 7 percent.10

According to the concept strategy, the main task is the formation 
of export orienting, becoming competitive in the international 
arena, and strengthening the economy. Importance is placed on 
economic diversification. The strategy also identifies areas that 
will contribute to this diversification. These priority areas are in-
formation and communication technology, industry, agriculture, 
and tourism.11Importance is also given to the development of 
transport infrastructure.12

To protect the development of domestic production, the govern-
ment will provide full support. It should be noted that Azerbai-
jan’s unwillingness to join the World Trade Organization (WTO) 
is directly related to the protection of the local producer. However, 
with the development and strengthening of domestic production 
and ability to compete in the market, Azerbaijan consider joining 
WTO.13

Civil society: new task for the current government

Despite advances in state building and economic develop-
ment, there is paradoxical situation whereby increasing 
stability can slow down political reforms. That the prior-
ity in recent years has been to build a stable and strong 
state is not itself the cause of this. The main reason is the 
lack of serious political alternatives to the current leader-
ship, which even if it could not compete, could at least of-
fer opportunities for constructive discourse. As the recent 
presidential and the parliamentary elections showed, the 
current opposition cannot do this. The formation of new 
political forces, at least for the moment, is not expected. 
In this case, the lack of appropriate of external and inter-
nal conditions for the emergence of political opposition can limit 

10 “Azerbaijan 2020: A Look into the Future, p. 9.

11 Concept of Development “Azerbaijan 2020: Look into the Future, pp.14-17.

12 Concept of Development “Azerbaijan 2020: Look into the Future, p. 18.

13 Ильхам Алиев: «За последние 10 лет все стоящие перед нами задачи были выполнены», 
07.02.2014, http://www.1news.az/chronicle/20140207121408237.html.
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the evolution of society and the strengthening of relevant institu-
tions. 

In this case, stagnation in state reforms can occur. This is unde-
sirable because in the next five years, the new generation, which 
grew up after the country regained independence, is expected to 
pursue an active life. If we take into account that according to 
biological and social cycling, generational changes take place ev-
ery 25-30 years, it is also important to mention that this will be 
happen for the first time in independent Azerbaijan. Of particular 
importance is that this is also the first post-Soviet generation. As 
a result, analysis of new this generation will help in identifying 
means for societal development in Azerbaijan.

The process of societal renewal depends on not only biological, 
but also qualitative changes across generations and their willing-
ness to embrace changes in relation to personal growth. In this 
case, furnishing people with a broader world-view depends on the 
political will of the current government, which in the near future 
faces no competition. The state should contribute to the educa-
tion of the younger generation with the purpose of accelerating 
internal processes and changes. Otherwise, the stagnation in the 
political sphere may hinder the development of civil society. The 
formation of opinions creates pluralism and then alternative ap-
proaches and perceptions, which will in the future create wider 
political resonance, which can also be interpreted as a threat to the 
position of the current leadership.

Under these circumstances, which can be defined in terms 
of clusters of external and internal realities, the most im-
portant factor in the development of the new generation in 
Azerbaijan is the level of education and its accessibility. In 
this context, education should be accorded special atten-
tion. It is no secret that the education system in Azerbai-
jan faces fundamental problems. Outdated methodologies 
and poor infrastructure of educational institutions means 
that few universities can compete in the international are-
na, and that there is a dearth of qualified specialists. Along 
with these problems, there are other negative factors, such 
as nepotism and corruption. These damage not only the 
educational process, but also the formation of a healthy 

society. Therefore launching reforms in the education sector is a 
certain litmus test for the intentions and desires of the country’s 
leadership in the formation of a new society. In this direction,   a 
number of very important steps have been taken, which in the 
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long term can lead to very positive effects.

Most significantly, an education program for Azerbaijani citizens 
who want to study abroad has been adopted, the “State Program 
for the study of Azerbaijani youth abroad for 2007-2015”.14 The 
state provides a full scholarship for selected Azerbaijani citizens 
during their chosen bachelor’s, master’s or doctoral programs. 
During the period of 2007-2015, 1825 Azerbaijani students have 
benefited from this program.15

It is expected that the program will be extended beyond 
2015. In general, it may seem that the number of students 
going abroad is not so significant. However, every year 
their number increases. In addition, at the moment, 10,700 
young Azerbaijanis are being educated in leading interna-
tional universities at the expense of other sources and on 
their personal initiative. What is clear here is the desire 
and political will of the state to shape modern profession-
als with broad perspective sand new skills. If this were not 
the case, it would be possible that the state would oppose 
young people being educated abroad, education outside 
the country, fearing that along with the knowledge they 
might” import anarchist trends”, ideas that do not con-
form to the national mentality. 

Educational reform is not limited to support for those who 
wish to study abroad. The process of modernizing edu-
cational institutions formations has started in Azerbaijan, 
with a view to meeting international standards. Today universi-
ties such as the Azerbaijan Diplomatic Academy, Baku Oil School 
and others are successfully operating. A landmark for the reform 
process education was the appointment of a young specialist, Mi-
kayil Jabbarov, as the Minister of Education, now known for its 
liberal views.

The fight against corruption also plays an important role in shap-
ing the new generation. In this area, a number of important sys-
temic innovations have been achieved. In particular, in 2012, 
“ASAN service” was launched. “ASAN service” is designed to 
ensure citizens’ satisfaction with state employees and to enrich 
the quality of relations between state employees and the public. 
The key functions of this organization are to increase transpar-

14 State program on education abroad, Official site of Ministry of Education of the Azerbaijan 
Republic, available at http://www.edu.gov.az/view.php?lang=en&menu=135.

15 Обнародовано число студентов Азербайджана, получивших образование за рубежом в 
рамках госпрограммы, 10.10.2013, http://www.trend.az/news/society/2200037.html.
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ency, to strengthen the fight against corruption, and to expand the 
effectiveness of institutional reforms in this area.16

This system has already begun to bear fruit. The introduction of 
this system prevents direct contact between citizens and state 
institutions, which has significantly decreased opportunities for 
corrupt transactions. Public confidence in this structure is also in-
creasing. In particular, in an extremely short period, more than a 
million citizens have applied to the “ASAN service”. This struc-
ture already ensures full transparency in its activities, and its func-
tions will continue to expand.17

Reforms in education and an effective fight against corruption 
should also improve the efficiency of public administration. In 
parallel with the fight against corruption, the government also 
hopes to improve bureaucracy,18 which at times hinders develop-
ment in Azerbaijan.

Conclusion

The re-election of Ilham Aliyev guarantees the uninterrupted con-
tinuation of the course set by Heydar Aliyev. The post-election 
period in Azerbaijan is fairly predictable. Activities to maintain 
stability in the country will continue, along with measures to im-
prove the infrastructure and strengthen the economy. At the same 
time, parallel to economic development and the strengthening of 
statehood, Azerbaijan faces new responsibilities, related to further 
development as well as to sustainable provisions for the preven-
tion of potential challenges. In this regard, it is important to create 
a mechanism for community feedback, in order to respond to its 
changing needs.

More than twenty years after regaining independence, Azerbaijan 
has seen great success. But reforms must be continued. These new 
achievements require the state to move forward at a steady pace. 
By ignoring existing problems or failing to identify threats, all the 
country’s achievements could be put at risk. One thing is clear: 
Azerbaijan has all the necessary conditions and opportunities for 
continued successful development. These opportunities must be 
taken.

16 “ASAN service”, Official site, available at http://www.asan.az/en/content/index/145/about_us.

17 Ильхам Алиев: «За последние 10 лет все стоящие перед нами задачи были выполнены», 
07.02.2014, http://www.1news.az/chronicle/20140207121408237.html.

18 Ильхам Алиев: «За последние 10 лет все стоящие перед нами задачи были выполнены», 
07.02.2014, http://www.1news.az/chronicle/20140207121408237.html.
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This article offers an overview of the domestic and foreign policies of the Islamic 
Republic of Iran (IRI) with a particular focus on the presidential elections in June 
2013. Elections in the IRI are characterized by uncertainties allowing for surprising 
results and considerable shifts in the balance of power. They primarily serve to regu-
late factional conflict and contribute to the resiliency of the regime. In this regard, 
the election of Hassan Rouhani as president signifies a return to pragmatism and 
moderation after the tumultuous years of the Ahmedinejad administration. As the 
IRI found itself in an economic bottleneck in the face of intensifying international 
sanctions and mismanagement, Rouhani engaged in foreign policy initiatives result-
ing in a preliminary agreement with world powers regarding Iran’s nuclear program. 
At the same time, he faced entrenched power centers limiting his ability to pursue a 
program of political liberalization similar to the initial years of the Khatami presidency 
in the late 1990s.  
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The Islamic Republic of Iran (IRI), the only Middle Eastern 
regime established by a popular revolt until the Arab 

uprisings in 2011, had its tenth presidential elections on June 
14, 2013. Hassan Rouhani, the candidate with the strongest 
reformist credentials, surprisingly emerged victorious, winning 
more than 50 percent of the vote in the first round. The election 
of Rouhani signaled the end of the authoritarian backlash that 
had characterized Iranian politics since 2004 and heralded a new 
era in Iran’s external relations. In fact, Rouhani’s first months 
in office witnessed a major breakthrough in nuclear negotiations 

with global powers. This article examines the rise of 
Rouhani. The first of four sections analyzes the role 
of elections in the politics of the IRI. The next section 
summarizes the economic situation at the time of the 
June elections. The third provides an overview of the 
candidates, campaigning and voting. This final section 
discusses the implications of the June 2013 elections for 
Iran’s foreign relations and domestic politics.

Factional Rivalry and the Elections in Iran

One of the distinguishing features of Iranian politics is the 
high level of electoral uncertainty, which allows for opposition 
victories.1 In 1997, Mohammad Khatami, a cleric and former 
Minister of Culture, defeated the establishment candidate and 
won the presidential elections. In 2005, Mahmoud Ahmedinejad, 

the mayor of Tehran, won a landslide victory over 
Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, a former president, in the 
second round of the presidential elections. In 2009, 
Ahmedinejad’s disputed reelection resulted in massive 
protests that posed the greatest challenge to the Islamic 
Republic since the early 1980s. Parliamentary elections 
similarly led to shifts in power. 

While the popularly elected institutions, the presidency and 
parliament, remain weak compared to unelected institutions, (in 
particular, the office of the leader and the Guardian Council) they 
still exert substantial power. The president is the main executive 
in charge of the daily governance of the country and determines 
the priorities and tone of Iran’s foreign policy.  For instance, while 

1 In this regard, the IRI is similar to competitive authoritarian regimes. Steven Levitsky, Competitive 
Authoritarianism: Hybrid Regimes after the Cold War, Cambridge University Press, 2010. For 
an analysis that classifies the IRI as a competitive authoritarian regime, see Güneş Murat Tezcür, 
“Democratic Struggles and Authoritarian Responses in Iran in Comparative Perspective,” in Middle 
East Authoritarianisms: Governance, Contestation, and Regime Resilience in Syria and Iran, Steven 
Heydemann & Reinoud Leenders eds. Palo Alto: Stanford University Press, 2013, pp. 200-221. 

The election of Rouhani 
signaled the end of the 
authoritarian backlash 
that had characterized 

Iranian politics since 2004 
and heralded a new era in 

Iran’s external relations.

One of the distinguishing 
features of Iranian 

politics is the high level 
of electoral uncertainty, 

which allows for 
opposition victories.  

116

Caucasus International



Khatami’s “dialogue of civilizations” contributed to Iran’s global 
image, Ahmedinejad’s questioning of the Holocaust strained 
Iran’s international relations. Besides, the parliament acts as the 
main legislative body and has considerable supervisory powers 
over the executive, including the approval of the annual budget 
and impeachment of ministers. 

In this institutional context, a defining characteristic of Iranian 
politics is factionalism. Since the demise of the Islamic Republican 
Party – which unified all political forces loyal to the leader of 
the revolution, Ruhollah Khomeini - in May 1987, factions have 
been organized as separate organizations and engaged in fierce 
electoral competition for the control of the presidency and the 
parliament. As these factional organizations remain weak and 
lack strong corporate identities, elite differences and rivalries 
are characterized by shifting alliances and evolving loyalties. 
For instance, Mir-Hossein Mousavi and Mehdi Karroubi, who 
ran as reformist candidates challenging Ahmedinejad in 2009, 
were known for their radical views on exporting the Islamic 
revolution throughout the 1980s and in the early 1990s. Similarly, 
Rafsanjani, who was fiercely criticized and demonized by the 
reformists during the 2000 parliamentary elections, was their 
favorite candidate both in 2005 and 2013. 

There are three perspectives on the elections in the Islamic 
Republic. According to the first view, which became especially 
popular after the disputed 2009 elections, elections are 
mechanisms of control by the leader, Ali Khamenei 
and the Revolutionary Guards, an autonomous military 
force, whose aim is to prevent the success of opposition 
forces. The Islamic Republic has become a sultanistic or 
militaristic regime with no tolerance for dissent. While 
it is true that Khamenei has more power than any other 
figure in the system and that the Revolutionary Guards has 
amassed significant political autonomy in recent years, 
the 2013 presidential elections clearly demonstrated that 
no single group or individual has a monopoly on power. 

An alternative view offers a much more positive picture, 
arguing that elections, despite their flaws, represent the 
best possibility for the democratization of the regime.2 

2 For a view resembling the Islamic Republic to sultanistic regime where power is monopolized 
by Khamenei, see Akbar Ganji, “The Latter-Day Sultan,” Foreign Affairs 87 (2008): 45-66. For a 
view conceptualizing the Islamic Republic as a militaristic regime, see Elliott Hen-Tov and Nathan 
Gonzalez, “The Militarization of Post-Khomeini Iran: Praetorianism 2.0,” Washington Quarterly 34 
(2010): 46-59. 
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In contrast to the first view, this view associates electoral 
competition with political change and espouses mass participation 
in the elections. This view is embraced by the Iranian reformist 
movement that was emboldened by Khatami’s election as 
president and the subsequent reformist takeover of the parliament 
in 2000. These electoral victories rolled back the authoritarian 
forces and provided institutional channels for representation of 
popular demands. However, the reformist strategy of electoral 
participation to democratize the regime ultimately proved to be a 
failure. Although the reformists achieved popular support in the 
period following the 1997 elections, they remained vulnerable in 
the face of the hardline assault. The Guardian Council disqualified 
reformist candidates, including many sitting members of 

the parliament, from running in the 2004 elections. 
Furthermore, the 2005 elections showed the limits of 
the reformist appeal as Ahmedinejad, the most hardline 
candidate, gained popular support. The reformists were 
also excluded from the 2008 and 2012 parliamentary 
elections when the Guardian Council barred their 
candidates from running. These developments hampered 
the belief in elections as a mechanism of progressive 
change in the Islamic Republic.

A final view offers a more nuanced understanding of the elections 
as a means of regulating the balance of power among factions. 
Under this view, the elections contribute to the regime’s resilience, 
as they minimize elite defections and regulate elite conflict. On 
the one hand, electorally victorious factions gain control of vast 
patronage networks and achieve a popular mandate to pursue 
their ideological preferences. On the other hand, the uncertainty 
of election outcomes provides strong incentives to defeated elites 

to stay within the system, on the grounds that they may 
have an opportunity for an electoral comeback in the 
near future. For instance, the election of Ahmedinejad in 
2005 paved the way for the rise of a new generation of 
hardliners who felt marginalized during the Rafsanjani 
and Khatami eras. In turn, the surprise victory of Rouhani 
in 2013 enabled the reintegration of the reformist and 
centrist cadres that had been excluded from positions 

of power during the Ahmedinejad years. Moreover, election 
outcomes have substantial implications for the internal situation 
in Iran. Restrictions on social and political activities and human 
rights violations sharply increased under Ahmedinejad after 
years of limited political liberalization and civil liberties in the 
Khatami era. In particular, the 2009 elections generated a wave of 
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repression resulting in mass arrests and exodus of many Iranian 
intellectuals and activists from the country. 

This third view provides the most compelling interpretation of 
the Iranian elections. In contrast to many authoritarian regimes 
where the winners of the elections are predetermined, Khamenei, 
the leader of the Islamic Republic, and his close allies are not 
generally positioned to unilaterally shape election outcomes. 
Even if Khamenei indirectly decides on who can run in the 
elections, his priority has been to ensure high turnout and prevent 
an open factional conflict that would threaten the stability of the 
regime. In many of the speeches that he has delivered over the 
years, Khamenei has argued that popular electoral participation 
is a central indicator of the legitimacy of the Islamic Republic. 
As regulations that completely restrict competition would reduce 
turnout, the regime allows for limited pluralism in the elections.3 

At the same time, electoral support for reformist candidates 
presents a dilemma for the regime as demonstrated during the 
2009 elections. Many Iranian citizens supporting Mousavi lost 
confidence in the fairness of elections with the declaration of 
Ahmedinejad as the winner. Electoral mobilization facilitated 
massive street demonstrations that fueled Khamenei’s worst 
fears: a Western supported popular uprising advocating for 
regime change. While it ultimately weathered the storm, the 
regime’s heavy-handed interference in the electoral process was 
exposed as a very dangerous practice. 

The Iranian Economy in 2013

As Ahmedinejad was reaching the end of his second term, 
the economic situation was rapidly deteriorating. As a 
result of both international sanctions and Ahmedinejad’s 
populist policies, Iran’s GDP shrank by 1.9 percent in 
2012. The primary reason for Iran’s economic problems 
is the significant decline in revenues from oil exports. 
According to the Organization for the Petroleum 
Exporting Countries (OPEC) and the International 
Energy Agency (IEA), Iran’s oil exports declined from 
2.4 million barrels per day in 2011 to 1.1 million in 
2013. Given that petrol and petroleum products make up 
more than 80 percent of Iran’s entire export revenues, 

3 In the Islamic Republic, participation in the parliamentary and presidential elections has never been 
less than 50 percent. In the 1997 and 2009 presidential elections characterized by intense competition, 
turnout was over 80 percent.
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the sharp decline in oil exports constituted a major blow.4 
Meanwhile, Iran’s national currency, the rial, started to lose its 
foreign exchange value. In September 2012 alone, the rial lost 
around 40 percent of its value against the dollar. Furthermore, 
populist policies and sanctions fueled inflation. According to the 
IMF, Iran’s inflation rate (consumer prices) was 10.4 percent in 
2005 when Ahmedinejad was elected president. While it dropped 
to 10.1 percent in 2010, it skyrocketed in the next two years, 20.6 
percent in 2011 and 27.3 in percent in 2012. According to the 
Statistical Centre of Iran, the inflation rate reached 31.5 percent 
in March 2013. Some analysts claim that the real inflation rate 
is significantly higher than the official numbers, which are kept 
artificially low. 5 

Ahmedinejad, who came to power with anti-corruption messages 
and the promise of sharing oil revenues with people, pursued 
populist policies that ultimately contributed to inflation. State 
banks provided cheap home loans to poorer sections of the 
society and cheap credit to citizens from underdeveloped regions. 
The Ahmedinejad administration also favored small and medium 
enterprises. For instance, a new stimulus program providing 
around 40 billion USD in credit to these enterprises was initiated 
in 2006. While these policies received substantial public support 
for a time, the intensification of sanctions aggravated popular 
grievances, especially among the urban middle classes, who were 
the backbone of the 2009 protests. Furthermore, Ahmedinejad 
was unable to reduce unemployment despite increases in public 
spending. The unemployment rate was 12.3 percent in 2011, 
similar to the rate in 2005. According to the IMF, unemployment 
would reach 15 percent in 2014.6 

At the same time, Ahmedinejad sought to enact structural 
reforms to increase Iran’s economic performance. One 
of his key reforms was to replace energy subsidies with 
monthly cash transfers. The reduction in fuel subsidies 
resulted in sharp increases in gas prices in December 
2010. With few exceptions, this change did not result 
in major disturbances. While the government started to 

4 Rick Gladstone, Iranian Oil Minister Concedes Sanctions Have Hurt Exports, New York Times, 7 
January 2013,  available at   http://www.nytimes.com/2013/01/08/world/middleeast/irans-oil-exports-
and-sales-down-40-percent-official-admits.html?_r=0

5 Rick Gladstone, Double-Digit Inflation Worsens in Iran, New York Times, 1 April 2013,  available 
at   http://www.nytimes.com/2013/04/02/world/middleeast/irans-double-digit-inflation-worsens.html

6 World Economic Outlook: Hopes, Realities, Risks, IMF Report, April 2013,  available at http://
www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/weo/2013/01/pdf/text.pdf
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make monthly payments to citizens’ bank accounts to compensate 
for the loss in purchasing power, increasing inflation mostly 
neutralized the effect of cash transfers. The value of monthly 
payments per person declined from 45 USD in May 2011 to half 
of that amount in May 2013. 

Ahmedinejad also continued the privatization programs that 
were begun under Rafsanjani and Khatami, and had received 
widespread support from competing factions. He generated 
a program involving “justice shares” with the goal of making 
ordinary citizens the beneficiaries of privatization. At the same 
time, companies embedded within the Revolutionary Guards 
and the paramilitary Basij networks, such as Khatam al-Anbia, 
enjoyed special access to and greatly benefited from privatization 
under Ahmedinejad.7 Khatam al-Anbia won public bids in many 
different sectors including natural gas and oil. 8 As individuals 
affiliated with the Revolutionary Guards and Basij had increasing 
political clout during the Ahmedinejad years, privatization did 
not result in the formation of more dynamics and productive 
enterprises, but contributed to enrichment of favored political 
groups and semi-official charitable trusts (bonyad).9 

The 2013 Presidential Elections 

While the election of Khatami in 1997 heralded the dawn 
of a reformist era in the IRI, the victory of the hardliners 
in the 2004 parliamentary elections signified the 
beginning of an authoritarian backlash. In addition to the 
asymmetrical distribution of power disadvantaging the 
elected institutions in relation to the bureaucratic ones, 
geopolitical developments were not conducive to the 
reformist project. The Iranian hardliners, who came to control 
all major state institutions by 2005, were fearful that the U.S. 
was aiming to overthrow the Islamic Republic by sponsoring a 
popular disobedience campaign similar to the uprisings that took 
place in some post-communist countries such as Serbia, Georgia, 

7 Nader Habibi, “The Economic Legacy of Mahmoud Ahmedinejad,” Middle East Brief 74 (2013) 
Crown Center for Middle East Studies, Brandeis University, available at http://www.brandeis.edu/
crown/publications/meb/meb74.html.

8 William Yong, “NIOC and the State: Commercialization, Contestation and Consolidation in the 
Islamic Republic of Iran,” The Oxford Institute for Energy Studies, MEP 5, May 2013, available at  
http://www.oxfordenergy.org/2013/05/nioc-and-the-state-commercialization-contestation-and-con-
solidation-in-the-islamic-republic-of-iran. Khatam al-Anbia became the subject of the UN Security 
Council sanctions in June 2010.

9 For an informed study of privatization in Iran, see Kevan Harris, “The Rise of the Subcontractor 
State Politics of Pseudo-Privatization in the Islamic Republic of Iran,” International Journal of Middle 
East Studies 45 (February 2013): 45-70.
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and Ukraine between 2000 and 2005. They became 
increasingly suspicious of any kind of civil society 
activism and increased the pressures on journalists, 
human rights activists, and civil society workers who 
were linked with “external forces” intent to destabilize 
and undermine the Islamic Republic. The 2009 protests 
aggravated the threat perception of the hardliners and 
generated a wave of repression.10

Iranian citizens chose a new president and local council 
members on 14 June, 2013 in this political atmosphere. 
The council elections, originally supposed to be held 
in June 2010, were postponed to June 2013 after the 
parliament extended the term of the councils from 4 to 7 
years. The 2013 elections took place under the shadow of 
the popular protests and wave of repression following the 

disputed 2009 elections. Fearful of an attempt by Ahmedinejad 
to manipulate the election outcome, members of the parliament 
passed a law reducing the power of the Ministry of Interior over 
the electoral process in January 2013. Only eight out of 686 
applicants were approved by the Guardians Council to run in the 

elections. The council’s decision to veto the candidacy 
of Rafsanjani (president between 1989 and 1997 and 
with broad support from the reformists) dampened the 
expectations about the elections as a mechanism for 
political change. The widespread assumption was that a 
hardliner candidate favored by Khamenei would win the 
elections. In addition to Rafsanjani, another prominent 

politician, Esfandiar Rahim Mashaei - closely affiliated with 
Ahmedinejad - was also barred from running.

After two candidates withdrew from the elections, six candidates 
ran against each other. The candidates receiving the most 
attention were Saeed Jalili, Secretary of the Supreme National 
Security Council and chief nuclear negotiator, Hassan Rouhani, 
former chief nuclear negotiator, and Mohammad Bagher 
Ghalibaf, mayor of Tehran. Jalili, who lost the lower portion of 
his right leg during the Iran-Iraq war, earning him the title of 
“living martyr”, aimed to replicate Ahmedinejad’s success in the 
2005 elections with his modest and pious lifestyle.11 Jalili also 

10 For an analysis along these lines, see Güneş Murat Tezcür, “Democracy Promotion, Authoritarian 
Resiliency, and Political Unrest in Iran,” Democratization 19 (2012): 120-140.

11 For an interview with him, see http://www.csmonitor.com/World/Middle-East/2013/0521/
Exclusive-Iran-s-frontrunner-for-president-speaks-of-his-life-battling-US-power?nav=87-frontpage-
entryLeadStory. 
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portrayed himself as the candidate of the political order (nezam) 
and tried to mobilize the support of the Revolutionary Guards 
alongside with Ghalibaf. Many observers assumed that Jalili, 
who generally refrained from openly criticizing the Ahmedinejad 
administration unlike other candidates, had secured the support 
of Khamenei, Revolutionary Guards and Basij forces and was 
the frontrunner.12 In contrast, Ghalibaf located himself in the 
political center and aimed to garner support from a variety of 
social groups. 

Khamenei declared that he was not supporting any candidate 
in a speech delivered on 7 June in the face of rumors about his 
support to Jalili. Khomeini’s behavior can be defined as strategic 
ambiguity. While Khamenei obviously preferred candidates 
with hardliner views over the reformists, it was risky for him 
to openly declare his support for a candidate. In the event that 
such a candidate lost the elections, Khamenei’s own legitimacy 
and power would be undermined. As his explicit backing of 
Ahmedinejad in 2009 tarnished his image, Khamenei acted with 
more prudence in 2013.

While the reformists experienced disillusionment with the 
disqualification of Rafsanjani, calls for a boycott did 
not receive widespread support.13 They mobilized for 
the elections in response following the calls of both 
Khatami and Rafsanjani. Ironically, the disqualification 
of Rafsanjani and the absence of a powerful reformist 
candidate reduced the motivations of the hardliners to 
unite behind a single candidate. Meanwhile, Mohammad 
Aref, a vice-president during the Khatami’s presidency, 
withdrew from the elections on behalf of Rouhani just 
few days before the elections, on June 11. As a result, 
Rouhani suddenly had momentum-defying expectations 
that Jalili’s presidency was a foregone conclusion. 

The presidential candidates participated in three debates 
live broadcasted by public TV. In these debates, the 
Ahmedinejad’s nuclear policy attracted harsh criticisms. 
Jalili, who was in charge of nuclear negotiations, became 
target of attacks by other candidates, especially Ali 
Akbar Velayati, Khamenei’s foreign policy advisor and 

12 For instance, an article appearing in the first page of The New York Times declared Jaleli as the 
candidate supported by the political establishment. See http://www.nytimes.com/2013/05/29/world/
middleeast/saeed-jalili-emerges-as-establishment-favorite-in-irans-presidential-race.html. 

13 Mostafa Tajzadeh, former advisor of Khatami who was imprisoned after the 2009 protests, and 
Mousavi Khoeiniha, a leading reformist figures, called for boycott that did not receive general support. 
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a former foreign minister, and Rouhani.  Velayati and Rouhani 
argued that Jalili’s uncompromising style was harming Iranian 
national interests. In response, Jalili, whose campaign motto 
was “no compromise, no submission,” indicated that he would 
continue Ahmedinejad’s provocative and bellicose foreign 
policies. While he claimed that he would establish a “resistance 
economy,” he did not offer a specific economic action program. 
Besides, he argued that women’s fundamental duty was to take 
care of children, and advocated restrictions on cultural and social 
freedoms. 

In sharp contrast to Jalili, Rouhani had a positive view of gender 
equality and criticized the Basij’s harassment of ordinary citizens. 
He also declared that he would work for the liberation of the 
reformist candidates in the 2009 elections, Mir Hossein Mousavi 
(prime minister between 1981 and 1989) and Mehdi Karroubi 
(speaker of the parliament from 1989 to 1992, and from 2000 and 
2004), under house arrest from February 2011. Rouhani sought 
to claim the political center and emphasized that he did not 
support extremist policies. He reasoned that the 2009 unrest was 
an outcome of extremism and promised to have representation 
from different factions in his cabinet. 

Jalili, who was perceived as the frontrunner, received 
only 11 percent of the vote. At the same time, pre-
election online surveys by a public opinion company 
correctly identified Rouhani as the winner.14 According to 
the official results, 35,458,747 out of 50,483,192 voters 
went to the polls. The turnout was 72.7 percent. Rouhani 
received 50.7 percent of the votes and was elected as 
the seventh President of the IRI.15 His performance was 
particularly strong in Iran’s peripheral regions with large 
ethnic minorities such as Sistan-Baluchestan, Kordestan, 
and Western Azerbaijan.16 

In contrast to 2009 when Ahmedinejad’s victory was declared the 
night of the elections, the regime acted cautiously and gradually 
released the results to restore public confidence in the electoral 
process. In the end, no major post-electoral protests were 
recorded in 2013.

14 http://ipos.me. 

15 Regional distribution of electoral results is available at the Minister of Interior. Available at http://
result-p.moi.ir/Portal/Home/default.aspx.

16 For a regional distribution of the vote shares, see http://iran2013.org/. 
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Ironically, the most reformist candidate, Rouhani was also only 
the cleric and prominent, high-ranking politician among the 
candidates. In fact, Rouhani was the ultimate political insider in 
the IRI. He was born in Semnan province located in mid-north 
part of Iran in 1948. After completing his madrasa education 
in Qom, he gained a place at the prestigious Tehran University 
in 1969 and was awarded a law degree in 1972. He continued 
his studies after the revolution and received a Ph.D. from 
Glasgow Caledonian University in 1999. His involvement in the 
Islamist movement and connections with Khomeini in the 1970s 
facilitated his rise in the post-revolutionary politics. He was 
elected to the parliament five times between 1980 and 2000. As a 
member of parliament, he served as the deputy speaker and head 
of the national security and foreign policy committee. During the 
war with Iraq, he was deputy commander of the armed forces, a 
member of the Supreme Defense Council, and the commander 
of the Air Defense Force. He has been a member of the Supreme 
National Security Council since 1989, the Expediency Council 
since 1991 and the Assembly of Experts since 1991. He has been 
the head of the Center for Strategic Research Center, one of the 
leading think-tanks in Iran, since 1992. He also served as the 
National Security Advisor for President Rafsanjani from 1989 
to 1997. Most recently, he was Iran’s chief nuclear negotiator 
between 2003 and 2005. Given his illustrious career, Rouhani’s 
emergence as the candidate favored by the opposition reveals 
how Ahmedinejad alienated many prominent figures of the IRI.

The Initial Days of the Rouhani Era 

One of the central questions about Iranian foreign 
policy concerns its ideological versus pragmatic 
character.17 Changes in Iranian foreign policy from an 
ideological orientation to pragmatism and vice versa 
reflect both changes in the factional balance of power 
and geopolitical developments. The U.S. invasion of 
Afghanistan in 2001 and Iraq in 2003 completely altered 
the geopolitical environment for Iran and contributed to 
the rise of hardliners espousing a more ideological foreign policy 
characterized by “Third-Worldism,” and “Islamism” during the 
Ahmedinejad years. Rouhani’s election indicated that Iran would 
pursue a more conciliatory and pragmatic foreign policy, the early 

17 For an informed and nuanced discussion of the characteristics of Iranian foreign policy see, Walter 
Posch, “The Third World, Global Islam and Pragmatism,” SWP Research Paper 2013/RP 03, April 
2013, available at http://www.swp-berlin.org/fileadmin/contents/products/research_papers/2013_
RP03_poc.pdf. 
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signs of which were visible in the composition of his cabinet. The 
parliament approved 15 out of 18 Rouhani’s nominations on 15 
August. Many of these ministers were high-ranking bureaucrats 
during the Rafsanjani presidency and were marginalized by 
Ahmedinejad. Foreign Minister Javad Zarif, who obtained a 
Ph.D. from Denver University in 1988 and Iran’s representative at 
the UN between 2002 and 2007, was known for diplomatic skills 
and moderation. Zarif played a key role in the intense nuclear 
negotiations that followed Rouhani’s inauguration and resulted 
in preliminary records suspending Iran’s nuclear program in 
exchange for limited sanctions relief on 24 November.18 

The nuclear issue has dominated Iran’s foreign relations since 
2003, when the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) 
announced that Iran was secretly pursuing a nuclear program. 
Iran has been engaged in negotiations with the five permanent 
members of the UN Security Council and Germany (P5+1) 
since 2006. While the P5+1 demanded that Iran stop its uranium 
enrichment and allow more intrusive IAEA inspections, Iran 
demanded the recognition of its right to enrichment and the 
easing of sanctions. As Iran rejected the UN Security Council’s 
call to suspend all enrichment-related and reprocessing activities 
in July 2006, it gradually faced sanctions crippling its access to 
global economic system. Most recently, the U.S. administration 
has issued a new set of sanctions against Iran targeting the 
automobile industry and severely restricting rial transactions in 
the global financial system.19  

Rouhani’s past gave clear signals that he would aim to break 
the deadlock in nuclear negotiations. During his tenure as Iran’s 
chief nuclear negotiator, Rouhani signed the Paris Treaty with 
France, Britain and Germany, temporarily suspending Iran’s 
uranium enrichment in 2004.20 According to Rouhani, this treaty 
prevented the U.S. from taking action against Iran in the UN 
Security Council and reduced the possibility of an U.S. military 
operation against Iran.21 In a letter he sent to the Time magazine 

18 In fact, secret talks between the U.S. and Iran started in early August. See, http://backchannel.
al-monitor.com/index.php/2013/11/7115/exclusive-burns-led-secret-us-back-channel-to-iran/. 
For a graphical representation of the deal between P5+1 and Iran, see http://www.nytimes.com/
interactive/2013/11/24/world/middleeast/Understanding-the-Deal-With-Iran.html?ref=middleeast. 

19 The origins of the U.S. sanctions against Iran go back to the hostage crisis of 1979. The scope of 
sanctions was significantly broadened in 1995 and 1996 during the presidency of Bill Clinton.  

20 http://www.cnn.com/2004/WORLD/meast/11/14/iran.nuclear.

21 Rouhani authored a book reflecting on his experiences as the chief nuclear negotiator. For an 
analysis of this book, http://www.lobelog.com/irans-national-security-and-nuclear-diplomacy-an-
insiders-take.
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in 2006, Rouhani argued that an Iran armed with nuclear weapons 
would destabilize the region, result in an arms race, and would 
not give a strategic advantage to Iran against Israel supported 
by the U.S. Instead, he advocated confidence-step building 
steps and cooperation with the IAEA.22 In a television program 
before the 2013 elections, he also criticized the Ahmedinejad 
government for not having direct meetings with the U.S. In a 
press conference on 17 June, a few days after his election, he 
promised that he would improve Iran’s foreign relations and 
reduce the sanctions.23 He also expressed his desire to have less 
antagonistic relations with the Sunni Gulf monarchies and to end 
Iran’s relative isolation in the region.24 

In the first 100 days of his presidency, Rouhani achieved 
considerable success. He had secured a six-month deal with the 
P5+1 regarding Iran’s nuclear program, and eased the tensions 
with the Sunni states that were particularly concerned with the 
Syrian civil war. In this regard, the deal reached between the 
U.S. and Russia regarding the destruction of Syria’s chemical 
weapons on September 14 was a major development, paving the 
way for the nuclear breakthrough in late November.25 The deal 
preempted a U.S. military strike against Syria that would escalate 
regional tensions and make an agreement with Iran and P5+1 
very difficult to achieve. While the deal between the U.S. and 
Russia did not result in any major decline in the level of violence 
in Syria, it at least revitalized hopes for a negotiated settlement 
to the civil war. 

Rouhani faced also a daunting task regarding the domestic 
political situation. While he promised to reverse the excesses 
of the Ahmedinejad administration, his room for maneuver was 
significantly limited by the existence of multiple centers of power 
beyond his control. Not surprisingly, Rouhani achieved only 
very limited progress in improving the human rights conditions 
in the initial months of his term. His election was followed by 
the release of some prominent political prisoners such as Nasrin 
Sotoudeh, Isa Saharkhiz, and Ahmad Zeidabadi and the easing of 

22 Hassan Rouhani, “Iran’s Nuclear Program: The Way Out,” Time, 9 May 2006, available at http://
www.time.com/time/world/article/0,8599,1192435,00.html.

23 http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-22940220.

24 In an attempt to establish better ties with small Gulf monarchies, Foreign Minister Zarif visited 
Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, and UAE in early December, available at http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-
middle-east-25239869. 

25 For the text of the agreement, see http://www.state.gov/r/pa/prs/ps/2013/09/214247.htm. 
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some of the most draconian restrictions on press.26 At the 
same time, the reformist leaders, Mousavi and Karroubi 
continued to be kept incommunicado since February 
2011. Many other political prisoners remain behind bars. 
According to one estimate, close to 600 people were 
executed in the first 11 months of 2013.27 The election of 
Rouhani did not seem to change the trend in executions. 
While the journalists operate in a less intimidating 
environment and the official redlines have been relaxed 
since June 2013, newspapers still face direct intervention 
by the authorities. Bahar, a reformist newspaper was 
closed down in late October 2013.28  

Overall, it would be unrealistic to expect a sudden shift to 
political liberalization given Rouhani’s pragmatic and cautious 
style, the distribution of institutional power, and uncertainties 
characterizing Iran’s external environment. In fact, Rouhani’s 
ability to achieve continuous progress in nuclear negotiations 
would be one of the key dynamics contributing to sustainable 
political liberalization in the Islamic Republic. 

26 Sotoudeh was arrested in September 2010, sentenced to 6 years in prison, and prohibited from 
practicing law for 10 years. She initiated a hunger strike to protest restrictions on her family in 
September 2012. Her strike ended after 49 days when her daughter was allowed to travel outside of 
Iran. Shirin Ebadi, who received the Nobel Peace Price in 2003, had to leave Iran in face of pressures 
in 2009.

27 See the Amnesty International statement available at http://www.amnesty.org/en/library/asset/
MDE13/048/2013/en/5583ebd7-8cc9-4354-a358-edc0759bf79c/mde130482013en.html. 

28 For a detailed analysis of the press in the first months of the Rouhani presidency, see http://www.
theguardian.com/world/2013/nov/30/iran-new-press-freedoms. 
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New peace talks on reunifying Cyprus are due to be launched in early 2014. How-
ever, the failure by the two sides to agree on the wording of a joint Declaration 
outlining the basic principles for negotiations does not bode well. Cyprus has been 
divided for almost four decades, following the military intervention by the Turk-
ish Armed Forces (TSK) in response to a short-lived Greek-backed military coup on 
July 15, 1974. The conflict resulted in thousands of deaths and a mass population 
shift. The division of the island has cost Cyprus both economically and politically. It 
continues to bring instability to the east Mediterranean and to create problems in 
NATO-EU relations, and has hobbled Turkey’s EU membership aspirations. Under the 
auspices of the United Nations there have been numerous efforts to reunite the 
island. Unfortunately, there has never been sufficient political will to change the sta-
tus quo. After 40 years, all the issues have been discussed a thousand times over. 
Unfortunately, the high price for peace - namely the relinquishment of maximum 
goals - has proven impossible to obtain. If Cyprus is ever going to be reunited, the 
process needs to change. There needs to be a genuine commitment to reaching a 
compromise settlement, which has so far not been the case.

Cyprus and the Never-Ending 
Search for a Solution

129 



A new round of talks aimed at reunifying the divided island 
of Cyprus is due in early 2014.  At the time of writing this 

article, the two sides have not been able, after more than three 
months of discussion, to agree on the wording of a joint Declara-
tion outlining the basic principles for negotiations. This does not 
bode well for the future, demonstrating once again what a tough 
nut to crack the Cyprus problem remains.

Cyprus has been divided for almost four decades, although some 
people would argue the division dates back further: during the 
years of British colonial rule, a barbed-wire fence known as the 
Mason-Dixon Line was erected between the Greek and Turkish 
Cypriot communities in Nicosia after bloody inter-ethnic clashes 
in 1956. The island was “officially” partitioned in 1974 follow-
ing the military intervention by Turkish Armed Forces (TSK) in 
response to a short-lived Greece-backed military coup on 15 July 
1974 which removed the then President, Archbishop Makarios 
III from power. Greek Cypriots refer to this as an invasion, while 
the Turks call it a peace-operation.

The roots of the Cyprus problem are deeply embedded in 
the bi-communal structure of the island. The fact that the 
two communities coexisted side by side for almost four 
centuries did not change the fact of the division of society 
into two separate ethnicities. With the outbreak of inter-
communal violence in 1963, the problems between the 
Greek Cypriots and Turkish Cypriots were exacerbated.  
In 1968, the two communities agreed to reach a solution. 
But the inter-communal talks, within a framework of dif-
fering approaches and a general lack of willingness to co-
operate, continued without a final result until the Greek 
coup and the Turkish military intervention of July 20th 
five days later.

Turkey, along with Greece and Britain, is a guarantor power of 
the Republic of Cyprus (RoC). This was one of the preconditions 
to Cyprus’ independence from Britain in 1960. While Turkish 
and Greek Cypriots previously lived in mixed villages, the result 
of the military intervention was a Greek Cypriot south and Turk-
ish Cypriot north. In 1974, the island’s population was made up 
of almost 500 000 Greek Cypriots and 117 000 Turkish Cypriots. 
Prior to the division most Greek Cypriots (some 80-85 percent) 
lived in the north, with the majority of Turkish Cypriots living 
in the South. Almost overnight Cypriots lost everything: homes, 
businesses, personal possessions. Friendships and communities 

The roots of the Cyprus 
problem are deeply 
embedded in the bi-

communal structure of 
the island. The fact that 

the two communities 
coexisted side by side for 
almost four centuries did 
not change the fact of the 

division of society into two 
separate ethnicities. 

130

Caucasus International



were ripped apart at the seams as people were forced to start their 
lives again from scratch, with many even choosing to leave the 
island. 

The military intervention took place over a period of three weeks 
in two waves, although many experts believe the second wave 
was unnecessary and primarily aimed at gaining more territory. 
By the end, the Turkish military had taken control of 37 percent 
of the island. Some 40 000 Turkish troops are still stationed on 
the island today, despite several UN Resolutions demanding their 
withdrawal. The conflict resulted in thousands of deaths while 
the mass population shift made Cyprus the nation with the high-
est number of internationally displaced persons (IDPs) per capita 
in the world.  Sadly, hundreds of people remain unaccounted for, 
and the search for graves is ongoing.

On 15 November 1983, the then leader of the Turkish Cypriot 
Community, Rauf Denktas, issued a unilateral declaration of in-
dependence, creating the “Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus 
(TRNC)”, which is recognized by no country but Turkey.

The division of the island has cost Cyprus dearly, in both eco-
nomic and political terms. It continues to bring instability to the 
Eastern Mediterranean and to create problems in NATO-EU rela-
tions, and has also hobbled Turkey’s EU membership aspirations. 
Those opposed to Turkey’s accession have used the Cyprus issue 
as a skirt to hide behind.

Forty Years of Failure

In 1977, the leaders of the Turkish Cypriot and Greek Cypriot 
communities signed the Four Guidelines, which were based on 
the notion of a bi-communal Federal Republic and introduced 
as grounds for negotiations. The two sides committed to a bi-
zonal, bi-communal federation with political equality, as defined 
by relevant UN Security Council resolutions.  The partnership 
will have a Federal Government with a single international per-
sonality, as well as a Turkish Cypriot Constituent State and a 
Greek Cypriot Constituent State, which will be of equal status. 
This type of solution was not the first choice for either commu-
nity: the Greek Cypriots have always sought a unitary state while 
the Turkish Cypriots and Turkey have been more interested in 
independence or a confederation. 

For the past forty years, peace negotiations have taken place un-
der the auspices of the UN. In fact, the UN has been in Cyprus 
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since 1964; its Peacekeeping Force there (UNFICYP) is 
one of the longest-running UN Peacekeeping missions. It 
was set up to prevent further fighting between the Greek 
Cypriot and Turkish Cypriot communities and to bring 
about a return to normal conditions. Since a de facto 
ceasefire in August 1974, UNFICYP has supervised the 
ceasefire lines (which extend over 180 kilometers across 
the island), provided humanitarian assistance, and main-
tained a buffer zone between the Turkish and Turkish 
Cypriot forces in the north and the Greek Cypriot forces 
in the south. UNFICYP has 850-plus troops and 60-plus 
police officers on the ground, based at Ledra Palace.

UNFICYP’s Chief of Mission also serves as the Secretary-Gen-
eral’s Special Representative in Cyprus, and in that capacity 
leads efforts to assist the parties in reaching a solution. Over the 
years numerous Secretary Generals and Special Representatives 
have worked on the dossier. While some people have labeled the 
Cyprus problem a “graveyard for diplomats”, it still manages to 
attract heavyweight figures, such as the current Special Repre-
sentative, former Australian Foreign Minister Alexander Down-
er. However, despite the warm Cypriot hospitality and beautiful 
surroundings, the job of SR is frequently thankless and arduous, 
with one or other of the two leaders regularly accusing the SR 
of being biased or over-stepping his mandate. Cypriots, whether 
Greek or Turkish, are, like Cyprus’ donkeys, often very stubborn.

The key to a solution is easy: political will from both 
communities and Turkey.  However, no such political 
will has been forthcoming. Rather, after forty years, the 
Cyprus problem is so intractable that it has become a kind 
of industry and it often seems as if even the most power-
ful pneumatic drill would fail to crack it. 

Over the years, the issues have been discussed a thousand times 
over, with hundreds of rounds of talks, technical committees and 
working groups working to find a solution. Unfortunately, the 
high price for peace – namely the relinquishment of maximum 
goals – has proved impossible to obtain. The process has been 
plagued by the “blame game” and the “zero-sum mentality” and, 
with a few exceptions, most Cypriot politicians cannot see or do 
not want a common vision for the future.

There have been many lost opportunities. In 1979, then UN Sec-
retary General Kurt Waldheim proposed a Ten-Point Agreement. 
In 1980, a strong proposal was put forward in the form of the so-
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called Interim Agreement. However, then Greek Cypriot leader 
Spyros Kyprianou refused to recognize Turkish Cypriot leader 
Rauf Denktas as his counterpart, so nothing happened. Then 
came Secretary General Perez de Cuellar and his Draft Frame-
work Agreement, which centered on the creation of a federal re-
public, with bi-zonality and bi-communality. The draft agreement 
was accepted by Turkey and the Turkish Cypriot community but 
the Greek Cypriots considered it unacceptable. A further lost op-
portunity was Boutros Boutros-Ghali’s Set of Ideas, which faced 
the same fate as its predecessors. While both leaders showed an 
initial willingness to endorse the plan it eventually came to noth-
ing, thanks to the then Turkish Cypriot leader, Rauf Denktas and 
a hard-liner government in Ankara. 

The Annan Plan – Failure from the jaws of Victory

The best and probably most well-known opportunity to 
end the decades old division was the 2004 Annan Plan. 
Ankara, along with Greece and the international commu-
nity, strongly supported the 2004 Plan, named after the 
UN Secretary General at the time, Kofi Annan. The An-
nan Plan, which was negotiated over a period of almost 
three years, was a complex and lengthy document which 
drew upon all the previous efforts. The final document 
included the transfer of some territory currently under 
Turkish Cypriot administration back to the Greek Cy-
priots, reinstatement of property lost as a result of the 
conflict after 1963 (and/or financial compensation), a 
rather complicated governance structure, a new flag and 
national anthem, a reduction in Turkish settlers, and a 
phased reduction of military presence on the island with the aim 
of almost total demilitarization. The two leaders agreed to make 
Annan the final arbiter, with a mandate to use his discretion to 
fill any remaining gaps if the parties themselves failed to 
complete the draft proposal. Unfortunately, this turned 
out to be a serious mistake, and contributed to Annan 
Plan’s ultimate collapse. 

The international community, which had unanimously 
endorsed the Annan Plan, was particularly disappointed 
with the then leader of the Greek Cypriot Community, 
Tassos Papadopoulos, even going as far as to say that he 
had deceived them. Not only did Papadopoulos accuse 
the UN of negotiating a Turkey-friendly settlement, de-
spite the fact that he himself had negotiated for the Greek 
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Cypriots, he also made an impassioned plea to his compatriots to 
vote against it. This along with a long-standing distrust of Tur-
key, pressure from the powerful Greek Orthodox Church in Cy-
prus and a media dominated by anti-solution propaganda contrib-
uted to the “no” vote. Probably the final nail in the coffin was the 
last minute decision by the Communist Progressive Party for the 
Working People Party (AKEL) to make a U-turn on its decision 
to support the Plan because of the refusal by Russia (as a UN Se-
curity Council member) to support a UN agreement guaranteeing 
its implementation. There was virtually no “yes campaign”, with 
many people believing that once again foreigners were deciding 
their destiny and that the Annan Plan was unfair, rewarding Tur-
key for its occupation of their lands. 

At a referendum on 24 April 2004, while some 65 percent of 
Turkish Cypriots voted yes, 76 percent of Greek Cypriots voted 
no. A few days later, Cyprus became a member of the EU, yet the 
Turkish Cypriots were left out. The EU never made the resolu-
tion of the conflict a pre-condition of membership.  Moreover, it 
had broken one of its cardinal rules: to import the instability of 
the Cyprus problem rather than export the stability of a security 
community to Cyprus. In fact, Cyprus’ EU membership made 
solving the conflict even more difficult. Not only has it prevented 
the EU from being a neutral player, the Greek Cypriots have been 
able to use their seat at the EU table to hamper EU efforts to lift 
the isolation of the Turkish Cypriots. This is something the EU 
pledged to do following the referendum with the European Com-
mission, drawing up three Regulations: financial aid, direct trade 
and intra-island trade across the Green Line.  After two and a 
half years of wrangling, the Direct Aid Regulation, worth some 
259 million Euros, moved ahead. While the Green Line Regula-

tion has produced rather meager results, the Direct Trade 
Regulation remains blocked by the Greek Cypriots and 
will probably stay that way. The Cyprus problem has also 
has had a negative impact on Turkey’s EU accession ne-
gotiations. The Greek Cypriots are blocking a number of 
chapters, due to Turkey’s failure to extend its EU-Cus-
toms Union to Cyprus (something it is legally bound to 
do). Turkey has continually refused to do this until the 
EU delivers on its promise of direct trade to the Turkish 
Cypriots.

However, one side effect was that Northern Cyprus was “dis-
covered” by the world, which led to a big boost in tourism and 
construction, principally holiday villas and hotels – although this 
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was largely on Greek Cypriot-owned land, unfortunately. The 
Turkish Cypriot authorities continue to justify this process by 
citing its crucial importance to the Turkish Cypriot economy. 

Failure Strikes Again

It took another four years before a fresh round of negotiations 
was launched. During this time, the argument that if the two 
communities were left to their own devices they could resolve 
their differences proved futile. The leadership of both communi-
ties resorted to increasingly hostile language, while bi-commu-
nal contacts aimed at fostering greater communal understanding 
tailed off, with distrust increasing.

In 2008 Mehmet Ali Talat and Dimitris Christofias were the next 
pair to step into the ring. Expectations were high because the two 
were old friends, with similar views and both their political par-
ties, the Republican Turkish Party (CTP) and AKEL, historically 
favoring a bi-zonal, bi-communal federation, despite AKEL’s 
2004 decision to withdraw its support for the Annan Plan.

Unfortunately, once again it was not to be. While talks went on, 
concessions on difficult issues were not forthcoming, and talk 
of compromise lost traction. Unfortunately Talat lost the 2010 
“Presidential” election in the North, not least because he had 
failed to deliver a success story. One of the reasons for this fail-
ure was that Christofis refused to sign off on a number of is-
sues that he and Talat had agreed on verbally, and which could 
have helped Talat in his election campaign. Unfortunately, un-
der increasing domestic pressure and his credibility in tailspin, 
Christofias proved to be too weak to fight for a solution.

Talat’s successor was Dervis Eroglu, who has a reputation as a 
hardliner. The rise of Eroglu, who has always favoured a two-
state solution, combined with a weak Christofias refusing to ac-
cept any sort of timeframe, pretty much marked the beginning 
of the end. For the next two years the two embarked on game of 
political chess, each one trying to checkmate the other. 

The Greek Cypriots continued to blame Turkey, insisting Ankara 
was controlling every move by the Turkish Cypriot leadership, 
while the Turkish Cypriots and Turkey continued to state that the 
Greek Cypriots wanted the talks to go on forever, because they 
did not want to share power with the Turkish Cypriots. The situ-
ation was further exacerbated in 2011 with the start of Greek Cy-
priot oil and gas exploration, which was viewed as unconducive 
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to the talks and resulted in increased tensions in the re-
gion, including Ankara sending its navy near to the areas 
of exploration, which was labeled as gunboat diplomacy.

With Cyprus taking up the EU’s rotating presidency on 
1 July 2012, in February 2012 in Greentree in the U.S., 
UN Secretary General Ban Ki Moon gave the leaders two 
months to make serious progress. The optimal outcome 
was an international conference to discuss external is-
sues related to security and guarantorship which would 
include the participation of guarantor states, Turkey, 
Greece and the UK, and pave the way for a referendum 

in 2013.  Not surprising, this proved to be unachievable and the 
talks were frozen.

Life Goes On

Today, to all intents and purposes, there are two functioning 
states on Cyprus. Although only one is internationally recog-
nized, Northern Cyprus has established functioning democratic 
institutions and governance structures.

Nowadays Cypriots mingle on a daily basis, sitting side-by-side 
in cafés on Ledra Street with many budding friendships between 
the two communities. This was not the case prior to 2003, when 
for the first time in three decades the “Green Line” was opened at 
Ledra Palace, with thousands of Cypriots flocking to both sides 
of the island. While there was much excitement and emotion, 
there was not a single aggressive or violent act, generating con-
siderable hope for a future together.

Since that day contacts between the two sides have increased. 
Thousands of Turkish Cypriots travel to the south every day for 
work, and have also extensively made use of their rights as citi-
zens of the Republic of Cyprus (RoC), in terms of social services 
(child allowances, pensions, free health care, etc.). Since 2004, 
the RoC authorities have spent more than 500 million Euros on 
the Turkish Cypriot Community. As of April 2013, RoC docu-
ments issued to Turkish Cypriot citizens of the Republic include 
almost 100 000 ID cards as well as almost 70.000 passports. For 
years the Greek Cypriots provided the Turkish Cypriots with free 
electricity, and when the South had an electricity shortage a cou-
ple of years ago, the North helped them out.

Yet at there is still a high degree of distrust, paranoia and of-
ten prejudice. Greek Cypriot newspapers do not carry advertise-

With Cyprus taking 
up the EU’s rotating 
presidency on 1 July 

2012, in February 
2012 in Greentree in 

the U.S., UN Secretary 
General Ban Ki Moon 

gave the leaders 
two months to make 

serious progress. 

136

Caucasus International



ments for Turkish Cypriot enterprises or products for fear of re-
prisals and there is little in the way of economic cooperation, 
even in areas where both parties could gain – most notably in the 
tourism sector.

Over the years many confidence building measures, as 
well as bi-communal activities have taken place, al-
though these activities generally tend to involve the same 
limited number of people rather than society as a whole. 
Numerous crossing points are now open, for both pedes-
trians and cars, up and down the Green Line; de-mining 
has continued in many areas; and there has been excel-
lent cooperation in a number of areas including on miss-
ing persons and environmental issues.

However there is still more that could be done. For ex-
ample, the withdrawal of military forces from sensitive 
areas; eliminating the requirement for Greek Cypriots to fill in a 
“visa” paper to travel to the north; developing police cooperation 
which is presently virtually non-existent; withdrawal of some 
Turkish troops (something the international community contin-
ues to ask of Turkey).

Earlier this year, the Greek Cypriots once again raised the idea 
of opening up the ghost town of Varosha, a neighborhood of the 
Cypriot walled city of Famagusta. In the 1960’s Varosha was the 
island’s most glamorous holiday spot, a magnet for the rich and 
famous. The Turkish military “took” Varosha during their inter-
vention, yet chose to leave it uninhabited, and these days Varosha 
is more famous for being Europe’s last ghost town. A military 
fence cuts across the beach while hotels line up into the distance, 
their windows shattered. Villas, churches and cafes also stand 
empty. The only life to be seen is the Turkish military that patrols 
the town ensuring nobody sneaks in over the barbed wire fence. 
Almost 100 percent of Varosha’s population was Greek Cypriot. 
Thankfully Varosha is protected by a 1984 UN Security Council 
resolution, which says the empty town can only be resettled by 
its original inhabitants. This resolution has prevented the Turkish 
Cypriot authorities from reopening Varosha and developing it for 
tourism.

The Greek Cypriots have proposed that Varosha be opened – 
under an international umbrella – to its lawful occupants in ex-
change for allowing EU trade at Famagusta port and unfreez-
ing certain chapters in Turkey’s accession process. While many 
Greek and Turkish Cypriots, along with the international com-
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munity, support this idea, it continues to be rejected by Turkey, 
which insists Varosha may only be returned as part of a com-
prehensive settlement. Yet clearly Turkish and Greek Cypriots 
working together to rebuild Varosha could be an important confi-
dence building measure. 

The Role of Turkey

There can be no doubt that Turkey is key to a solution. 
Until the arrival in 2002 of the current ruling Justice and 
Development Party (AKP), which revolutionized its Cy-
prus policy as part of Turkey’s bid to join the EU, An-
kara showed little interest in a solution. Rather, Cyprus 
was essentially left to the Turkish Armed Forces, which 
viewed it as “the jewel in its crown”. Yet as Turkey’s EU 
bid has slowly been derailed, the resolution of the Cyprus 
problem has become less important. Turkey continues to 
state that it did everything it could by backing the Annan 
Plan, and that there are no further steps or concessions 
to be made by Ankara; that the ball is principally in the 
court of the Greek Cypriots. 

Furthermore, the growing influence of Turkey both economi-
cally and politically in Northern Cyprus is of increasing concern. 
While Northern Cyprus is not (yet) a province of Turkey, Ankara 
nevertheless seems to be trying to transform the Turkish Cypriot 
culture by changing the demographic balance in the North, by 
settling tens of thousands of people from Anatolia. The Turk-
ish Cypriot identity is being watered down; Turks from Anatolia 
now outnumber the Turkish Cypriots, although the precise num-
ber has never been revealed.

While many Turkish Cypriots are far from happy with the role 
Turkey plays, there is nothing they can do about it given their 
financial dependence on Ankara. This was made very apparent in 
January 2011 during street protests against Turkey’s interference 
in their affairs. Turkish Prime Minister, Recep Tayyip Erdogan, 
reacted very angrily, threatening to track down and punish those 
that he considered had insulted Turkey, stating that the Turkish 
Cypriots should be grateful to Ankara. Unfortunately, unless a 
solution is found soon, it is increasingly likely that one day in the 
not too distant future they may find themselves with a leader of 
Turkish origin
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Chances of Success?

While most ordinary Cypriots have almost given up hope, the in-
ternational community continues to insist Cyprus can somehow 
be glued back together, not least because an internationally rec-
ognized independent “Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus” is 
not palatable. Hence we are the eve of a new round of talks which 
will be the tenth in four decades. Yet for the talks to succeed, a 
spirit of compromise is required. However, as history has shown, 
this is very difficult to come by in Cyprus. 

The new talks started later than expected because the new leader 
of the Greek Cypriot Community, Nicos Anastasiades (elected in 
February 2013) had to give priority to the economic crisis which 
has engulfed Cyprus.  The election of Anastasiades gave rise to 
cautious optimism among the international community. Anas-
tasiades supported and voted for the Annan Plan, and his key 
negotiating team is composed of men who have supported a bi-
zonal, bi-federal solution, including Foreign Minister Ionannis 
Kasoulides and Chief Negotiator, Andreas Mavroyiannis. How-
ever, they still face considerable challenges from the usual quar-
ters, including their coalition partner, the hardline Democratic 
Party –DIKO – and the church.  

While Anastasiades’ counterpart in the North remains Eroglu, 
a new “coalition-government” came into power in 2013, which 
includes many pro-settlement personalities, including “Foreign 
Minister” Ozdil Nami, who has a solid track record, having been 
Chief Negotiator under Talat. 

Anastasiades has also signaled that he is keen for greater dialogue 
and interaction with Ankara. Consequently Ankara agreed to talk 
with the Greek Cypriot Chief Negotiator, with Athens agreeing to 
talk to the Turkish Cypriot negotiator. However, these meetings 
have yet to take place. The Greek Presidency of the EU is also 
expected to push the process forward. While historically Greece 
has preferred to take a backseat in the peace-talks, a stronger 
role from Athens should be welcomed. Any measures aimed at 
building confidence between all the different players should be 
welcomed.

This round would not mean starting from scratch, as many of 
the agreements reached prior to June 2012 will be preserved, al-
though Anastasiades has indicated he is planning to renegotiate 
some issues, including weighted and cross-voting in a federal 
government. Yet if there is to be a success story, the recipe will 
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have to change. Giving the two constituent states greater 
power would probably be the right road to go down, as it 
would give the two communities more control and fewer 
issues to disagree upon and bicker over. 

Many experts also believe the newly discovered gas re-
serves in Cyprus’ Exclusive Economic Zone, which as 
well as being a life-saver for the Greek Cypriots in terms 
of getting their economy back on track, could be used 
to promote a solution. It could work to promote regional 
cooperation, including in terms of transporting the gas 
reserves in the future, allowing all three states to gain 
financially and helping to increase regional stability and 
security.

Further symbolic gestures towards the Turkish Cypriots from 
the Greek Cypriots that demonstrate they are ready to share the 
island with them would also be helpful.  A major milestone in 
the history of Cypriot football was reached in November when 
Greek and Turkish Cypriot officials signed a provisional agree-
ment with FIFA aimed at ending decades of mistrust and disunity 
between the respective footballing communities. More steps like 
this, for example allowing them to have observer status in the 
European Parliament, would be positive.

Furthermore, in order to reach an eventual deal, society needs 
to feel it is part of the process, to understand what is going to be 
gained - rather than lost. This will take a huge effort from both 
communities, but it is absolutely vital.

Unfortunately, despite the initial optimism, the fact that the two 
sides have been unable to agree the wording of a joint declaration 
in order to start the talks is a negative development. The Greek 
Cypriots made this Declaration a pre-condition to starting talks, 
stating that having a clear framework for the shape of an eventual 
solution would make the negotiations simpler. Unfortunately, it 
has so far led to deadlock.  

Cyprus may be small, but it does matter. Stability in the eastern 
Mediterranean will only be guaranteed by a resolution; all those 
involved would gain economically, Turkey’s EU membership bid 
would receive a huge boost and Cypriots would no longer be 
hostage to history. Yet time is not on Cyprus’ side. Cypriots have 
been living apart for such a long time that the two communities, 
for the most part, no longer have any feeling of belonging to a 
single Cypriot nation. As the older generation dies out, happy 
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memories of living together will disappear. Therefore, unsurpris-
ingly, more and more people are beginning to question whether 
the only realistic way forward is an official, permanent separa-
tion. It seems more likely than before that if this round fails, a 
negotiated partition may be the outcome. 
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* Dr. Dmitry Shlapentokh is an Associated Professor in the Department of History, Indiana University-South Bend. He is 
the author of several books and more than 100 articles, the newest of which is titled Global Russia: Eurasianism, Putin 
and the New Right.

Dmitry Shlapentokh*

Since the beginning of his third term as president, Putin has promoted the creation 
of the “Eurasian Union” as one of Russia’s major foreign policy goals. In fact, what 
Moscow wants to construct is not much a neo-Soviet project, as some of the propo-
nents of neo-Eurasianism assumed at the beginning of Putin’s tenure, but a sort of 
neo-imperial construction. It looks more similar to the European colonial empires of 
the 19th century, whereby the UK, France and other powers benefited economically 
from their colonial possessions. This model gave rise to resistance among the poten-
tial member states across the post-Soviet space, and Moscow has used a variety of 
methods to persuade and indeed compel the potential members of this neo-imperial 
project to join. Emigration is one of the key tools in this sense. The point here is that 
millions of workers come to Russia from impoverished Central Asian states. Tajiki-
stan is one of these states. Throughout 2013 Moscow has reiterated its threat to 
limit the numbers of guest workers from Tajikistan, or even to deport those already 
in Russia unless Dushanbe accepted Moscow’s demands. This approach works.

Tajikistan, Russia and  
Migrant Workers
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Tajikistan, one of the poorest states in Central Asia, has a tense 
relationship with neighboring Uzbekistan and also faces a 

potential threat from Islamist radicals in Afghanistan. This threat 
will most likely increase after the withdrawal of U.S., and NATO 
forces from Afghanistan in 2014. Emomali Rakhmon, Tajiki-
stan’s president, has been in an ongoing search for geopolitical 
patron. While such diverse players as China, the U.S. and Iran 
are seen as potential patrons, it is Russia that looks like the more 
natural choice, able to shield Tajikistan from potential military 
threats. Russia is also a major source of hard currency, given 
that according the Russian Federal Migration Service’s 2013 
figures, there are approximately 1.11 million Tajiks working in 
Russia,1 sending considerable sums home to Tajikistan. The Tajik 

migrants have become Moscow’s trump card and after 
continued pressure, Dushanbe finally succumbed.  Re-
elected Rakhmon caved into Moscow’s demands to keep 
Russian bases open on Tajik territory practically free of 
charge.  At the same time, the migrant issue indicated that 
Moscow might well use the same tactic to deal with other 
former Soviet republics that send considerable numbers 
of migrants to Russia.

Background

Tajikistan seems to have had no problem in identifying potential 
patrons. Russia emerged as a sort of logical option.  This was not 
only due to the fact that Moscow had been Tajikistan’s imperial 
master for so long, but also because Russia employs thousands 
of Tajik Gastarbeiter who send millions of dollars home. In 2012 
alone, Tajik migrant workers sent 3.8 billion USD in remittances 
back home, up 31 percent year-on-year and equal to 47 percent of 
Tajikistan’s GDP.2 Finally, Russian troops play an important role 
in preventing the penetration of Islamists from the South.  Still, 
the relationship with Moscow was hardly harmonious, although 
it appears to have improved since the fall of 2012.  Dushanbe 
agreed to keep Russia’s military base for free in return for Mos-
cow’s implicit protection of the Rakhmon regime, and consider-
able economic and military assistance.  

Yet soon after acquiescing to Moscow’s demands, Rakhmon de-
clared that he did not see any true benefits in security arrange-

1В России работает более миллиона таджикских мигрантов – ФМС,(In Russia living more 
than a million Tajik worker) Tajik Portal, April 2013, available at http://tjk.rus4all.ru/city_
msk/20130408/723990951.html 

2 Tajik Migrants in Russia Send $3.8 Bln Home, Ria Novosti, 25 January 2013, available at  http://
en.ria.ru/world/20130125/179026395.html 
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ments with Russia’s sponsored military organization.  One might 
wonder about Dushanbe’s sudden change of heart. It appears il-
logical when we consider the threat posed by Afghanistan, espe-
cially after the departure of U.S. troops in 2014, together with the 
failure of negotiations with Uzbekistan on the water distribution 
problem.3 One of the major possible reasons that Rakhmon was 
displeased with Russia was Moscow’s statement that Russian 
forces in Tajikistan would not be engaged in the internal conflict 
in the country.4  This message was very likely unsettling for Ra-
khmon, who saw Moscow as the powerful “krysha” (roof) – i.e. 
protector of his regime.  

It is therefore unsurprising that Rakhmon decided that 
he needed to fend for himself, and looked for additional 
backup, as well as demanding more from the Kremlin.  
Consequently he demanded a dramatic increase in Rus-
sian investment, not just in Tajikistan’s hydro-electric 
project5 but also in other areas.  Dushanbe’s rancor was 
enhanced by the fact that Bishkek received more financial as-
sistance for its army.  Saimiddin Dustov, head of the Dushanbe-
based think tank Indem, complained, “The Kremlin does not ful-
fill its promises, and the Tajik authorities are not capable of de-
fending their national interests.”  He added that Tajik authorities 
are annoyed that Moscow appears to treat Dushanbe as a second 
class citizen, even within the context of Central Asia, claiming 
that Kyrgyzstan has received [or stands to receive] assistance 
from Russia to the tune of 1 billion USD for the deployment of 
Russian military base on its territory, five times more than what 
Tajikistan was offered [in technical assistance and equipment].”6  

By March 2013 the tension between Dushanbe and Moscow had 
heated up significantly. On March 15th, the Chief of Russian Gen-
eral Staff and the Minister of Defense of Tajikistan had discussed 
the October 2012 agreement between Putin and Rakhmon.7  The 
negotiations were apparently unsuccessful.  This led to the can-
cellation of the visit to Tajikistan by the First Vice-Premier of 

3 Sergei Kozhemiakin, “Spor iz-za vody prodolzhaetsia.  Uzbekistan i Tadzhikistan k soglasiiu ne 
prishli,” Central Asia.ru, 25 April, 2013.

4 “Tadzhikistan i Rossiia:  Druz’ia, soiuzniki, koloniia i metropoliia?,” Ozodagon, 22 Apreal, 2013.

5 Konstantin Parshin, “Tajikistan:  Is Dushanbe setting new conditions for Russia’s military 
presence?,” EurasiaNet.org, 5 April, 2013.

6 Konstantin Parshin, “Tadjikistan:  Is Moscow getting ready to punch Dushanbe?,” EurasiaNet.org,  
30 April, 2013.

7 “Nachal’nik Genshtaba VS Rossii obeshchal vmesti s Tadzhikistanom sokhranit’ mir v raione,” 
Fergana.ru, 15 March, 2013.
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Russia, Igor Shuvalov. 8  Moscow immediately retaliated by is-
suing threats.  Leonid Savin, an independent political observer, 
noted that if Rakhmon was going to create problems for Moscow, 
he could be replaced by a “more reasonable” person.  This could 
be justified to the West as “promoting democracy” and noted 
that Rakhmon should remember the fate of Kurmanbek Bakiev, 
the former Kyrgyz president who did not fit Moscow design and 
was ultimately ousted.9  Allusions to Bakiev’s removal were not 
accidental and some observers believed that Moscow is already 
preparing for Rakhmon’s removal, following a similar strategy to 
the one used for Bakiev.  

Thus: “Analysts in Moscow and Dushanbe are debat-
ing the implications of the media attacks.  Some believe 
that the press campaign should be seen by Rakhmon as 
a troubling omen, pointing out that the similar campaign 
against former Kyrgyz president Kurmanbek Bakiev 
in 2010 was accompanied by a Kremlin hike in energy 
tariffs.  Bakiev’s regime collapsed shortly after Russia 
imposed its tariff hike.”10  Russian observers noted that 
there are several ways to make Rakhmon more agreeable, 
or simply to remove him from office.  There was hint that 
Moscow could side with Uzbekistan in its conflict with 
Tajikistan over the flow of a river in the region.11  While 

this threat is apparently under consideration – Karimov and Putin 
met to demonstrate that the conflicts between them are not irrec-
oncilable – most Russian observers believed that it is economic 
pressure that would most likely make Rakhmon more pliable, or 
simply remove him from power.  Moscow was ready to take ac-
tion to destabilize the Rakhmon regime.

Implications

There are several ways in which Moscow has sought to create 
economic, and consequently political, problems for Rakhmon. 
Pundits have noted that the deterioration of the Moscow - Du-
shanbe relationship could well affect Russian involvement in 
Tajikistan’s major economic projects, such as building hydro 

8 “ ‘K’: Tadzhikistan podvodit rossiiskuiu bazu pod svoiu armiiu.  Rossii vydvinuty novye usloviia 
arendy,” CentralAsia.ru, 19 March, 2013.

9 “Nado li Rossii torgovat’sia s Tadzhikistanom is-za voennoi bazy:mneniia,” http://www.jarex.ru/
print/34917.html, 27 March, 2013.

10 Parshin, “Tajikistan:  Is Moscow getting ready to punch Dushanbe?,” EurasiaNet.org, 30, April, 
2013.

11 “Nado li Rossii torgovat’sia s Tadzhikistanom iz-za voennoi basy:mneniia,” 
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electric plants.  One Russian observer has commented that the 
Sangtudinskaia Power Station is “the only big Russio – Tadzhik 
project in Tajikistan.”  The station could be forced to close down 
because it has not received payment for the electricity it has sold 
to various companies,12 and at least in April 2013, Moscow im-
plied that it would not do anything to help Dushanbe avoid this 
outcome.  The fact that Iran was a major sponsor of the project 
was conveniently overlooked by Russian commentators.   

In addition, Moscow, following its old practice, found 
problems with imported Tajikistan goods.  “Already, 
according to some media reports, Moscow is pulling a 
‘soft power’ lever, namely city governments across Rus-
sia have reportedly stopped accepting shipments of Tajik 
fruits and vegetables.”13   The most serious threat is to 
create problems for Tajikistan’s gastarbeiter in Russia, 
first raised in March of 2013 when an independent Rus-
sian analyst noted that Tajikistan, more than any other 
country in Central Asia, needs to maintain a good rela-
tionship with Moscow because “around million Tajiks (1/8 of the 
entire population) is in Russia.”  By April 2013, the threat was 
more pronounced: Vladimir Zhirinovskii, a nationalist MP of the 
Duma (Russian Parliament) stated that if Russia deported Tajik 
migrants, Tajikistan would be in the hands of Islamists.14  The 
implication is that Tajikistan is barely holding ground right now 
with millions of dollars being sent home from Russia by Tajiks 
workers.  If millions of unemployed and embittered men are re-
turned, the economy and the social structure would collapse, and 
Islamists will take advantage of those conditions.  

Zhirinovsky was not the only one who has threatened to create 
problems for Tajik migrants.  Dmitry Rogozin, Deputy Prime 
Minister of Russia and in charge of the defense industry, also 
warned that Kremlin would make it hard for Tajiks to enter Rus-
sia, and many have implied that the collapse of Tajikistan econ-
omy and society would not just remove Rakhmon from power, 
but would endanger his very physical survival.15  Two of Rus-
sia’s leading nationalist gadflies – vice premier Dmitry Rognozin 

12 “ ‘AP’: Tadzhikistan-Rossiia.  Vremia platit’ po shchetam…,” CentralAsia.ru, 26 April, 2013.

13 Parshin, “Tadjikistan: Is Moscow getting ready to punish Dushanbe?,” EurasiaNet.org, 30, April, 
2013.

14 “Shli by Vy v/na…MID Rossii vezhlivo otvetil na notu Tadzhikskoi storony,” CentralAsia.ru, 26 
April, 2013.

15 “A. Sarkorova:  Duzhanbe vozmushchen vyskazyvaniiami rosiiskikh politikov,” CentralAsia.ru, 
25 April, 2013.
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and the State Duma’s vice speaker and Liberal Demo-
cratic Party leader Vladimir Zhirinovsky – have led the 
chorus of criticism of Tajikistan.  Both have played up 
the need for Russia to introduce a visa regime for Cen-
tral Asian labor migrants, especially those from Tajiki-
stan.  Zhirinovsky was especially blunt in his threats.  In 
comments broadcast on the state television channel RTR 
on April 18, Zhirinovsky castigated Tajik authorities for 
delaying the ratification of the military base deal, hint-
ing that President Imomali Rahkmon’s administration 
was simply trying to wangle money out of the Russian 
government.  Zhirinovsky also cautioned Rakhmon that 
in playing games with Russia, he was playing with fire.  
If Dushanbe lacked Russia’s backing, he warned, “Af-
ghan Islamists would overrun Tajikistan, and they would 
hang him (Rakhmon) in the center of Dushanbe, like they 
did with Najibullah [the former Afghan communist-era 
leader].”16    

Following this direct threat, some Russian observers also not-
ed that Rakhmon’s rule could end badly, and that it was none 
other but Putin who had warned Rakhmon about the instability 
of his leadership in the case of social / political shakeup, dur-
ing an October 2012 visit.  Moscow has signaled that it is ready 
to act and that public opinion is behind possible action against 
Tajikistan migrants.  Russian authorities have provided a variety 
of justifications for this action.  Already in April 2013, Russia 
claimed that Tajikistan is a hotbed of terrorism, posing a risk to 
Russian territory.17  This allegation was accepted by the public 
and in Moscow “a series of small demonstrations in cities on 
April 14 echoed the call for stricter migration controls for la-
bor migrants.”18  The incitement of anti-migrant feelings – either 
against “Caucasians” or Central Asians – is easy; such attitudes 
are fairly common among Russians.  

Russia’s threats were not empty ones.  Russian authorities sought 
to create problems for Tajik trains transiting Russian territory.19  
“An April 23 roundtable discussion, broadcast by the Rossiya 
16 Konstantin Parshin, “Tajikistan: Is Moscow getting ready to punish Dushanbe?” EurasiaNet.org, 
30 April, 2013.

17 “S. Bochkov: Rossiia plius Tadzhikistan – novyi kanal perepravki boevikov,” CentralAsia.ru, 11 
April, 2013.

18 Parshin, “Tajikistan:  Is Moscow getting ready to punish Dushanbe?” EurasiaNet.org, 30 April, 
2013.

19 Pairav Chorshanbiev, “Rossiia khochet vytesnit’ Tadzhikistan s rynka zheleznodorozhnykh uslug,” 
news.tj, 23 April, 2013.
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channel, featured a mini-documentary called ‘Shaitan-train’, ex-
amining the operations of trains connecting Dushanbe and Mos-
cow.  Panelists then expressed critical views about the existing 
labor migration practices and piled in with calls for a stronger 
visa regime.”20  One of the proposals was to allow Tajiks to enter 
Russia by using different type of passport.  The point here is that 
Tajiks, similar to Russians, have two types of passport.  One is 
for domestic use and the other for international travel.  Citizens 
have to apply for the international passport, which is a cumber-
some and expensive process.  Some Russian officials have pro-
posed that Tajiks should be required to show a foreign passport 
to enter Russia,21 which would significantly complicate travel to 
Russia.  

In addition to its arsenal of political and economic threats, 
Moscow has tried to employ carrots, or at least promise 
of carrots.  During the May 2013 meeting between Ra-
khmon and Putin, Putin hinted that trade between Rus-
sia and Tajikistan could be increased.22  Nonetheless, the 
meeting did not yield any tangible results, despite Putin’s 
belief that Rakhmon would speed up the ratification of 
the fall 2012 treaty on the conditions for the Russian base 
in Tajikistan.23  This led to new array of negative articles 
from May to July of 2013 in the Russian media on how 
poor, corrupt and fundamentally unstable Tajikistan is. 
According to the contributors, the Tajikistan economy 
faces absolute failure, as demonstrated by the problems with the 
construction of Rogun hydro station.  According to them, while 
the government collected considerable sums from the popula-
tion, it remains unable to complete Rogun.24  

As a matter of fact, the observers asserted Rogun should never be 
built because its operation would irreversibly damage the envi-
ronment.25  One might add here that construction work for Rogun 

20  Parshin, “Tajikistan:  Is Moscow getting ready to punish Dushanbe?,” EurasiaNet.org, 30, April, 
2013.

21 M. Beliakov, ” Zloveshchie podarki iz Tadzhikistana,” CentralAsia.ru, 16 May, 2013.

22 “Rakhmon poprosil Putina byt’ vnimatel’nei k Tsentral’noi Azii,” Islam News, 28 May, 2013.

23 “Putin i Rakhmon obsudiat voprosy voennoii pomoshchi Tadzhikistanu,” Islam News, 28 May, 
2013.

24 “Tadzh Vlasti natriasli s naseleniia $200 millionov za aktsii Roguna,” CentralAsia.ru, 26 July, 
2013; “Economist:  Tadzhikistan nesposoben v odinochku postroit’ Rogunskuiu GES,” CentralAsi.
rua, 26 July, 2013.  

25 A. Odeberdiev, “Dutye dostoinstva i real’nye ugrozy Rogunskoi GES,” CentralAsia.ru, 1 August, 
2013.
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was practically stopped by 2012.26  The Tajik population was lit-
erally starving, noted the observers.  Indeed, it was dire poverty 
which pushed traditional Tajik women to engage in prostitution, 
which is now spreading in Tajikistan.27  Together with prostitu-
tion, Tajikistan is a hotbed of dangerous pandemic diseases28 
and drug trafficking.29  The Russian press also pressed the point 
that it is not just Moscow that regards Dushanbe as the source of 
drug and human trafficking but also international organizations.30  
While the Tajik population suffers from disease, crime and Is-
lamic extremism have flourished.  Indeed, while the population 
is starving, the local administrations engage in PR-type projects  
costing huge amounts of money.31  

This corrupt society is reinforced by authoritarian system with 
leader who is clinging to power regardless.  Indeed, Rakhmon 
want to imitate the authoritarian leaders in the area.  He deals 
brutally with any opposition and wants to be president for life.32  
It is clear, as observers implied, that Tajikistan is actually a fail-
ing state unable to resist any external threat, with its army resem-
bling bands of hungry ragamuffins with outdated weapons.33  It 
was implied here that the Rakhmon regime is extremely unstable 
and that it would not take much to ensure the regime’s downfall.  
Consequently potential problems with Tajik migrants in Russia 
could have devastating implications for Dushanbe. Moscow is 
quite ready to take a step in this direction, and not just because 
of the problems with Dushanbe but also due to the problems 
with migrant workers from Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan, which, 
according to these observers, present the most serious danger 
for Russia.34  All of these publications convey Moscow’s clear 

26 “Stroika veka Rogun prevrashchaetsia v sekretnyi ob’ekt,” http://www.avesta.tj/rogun/13259-
stroyka-veka-rogun-prevraschaetsya-v-sekretnyi-obekt..., 23 July, 2012.

27 Makhropa Kiromova, “V Tadzhikistane rastet chislo prostitutok,” CentralAsia.ru, 27 July, 2013. 

28 “Na severe Tadzhikistana shiritsia epidemiia sibirskoi iazvy,” CentralAsia.ru, 17, July, 2013; R. 
Samiev, “Tadzhikskie deti stradaiut ot neizvestnoi bolezni,” CentralAsia.ru, 29 July, 2013.

29 M. Beliakov, “Zloveshchie podarki iz Tadzhikistana,” Central Asia.ru, 16 May, 2013.

30  D. Inomzoda,”Molodoe podspor’e ‘dzhikhadistov’ v Tadzhikistane,” CentralAsia.ru, 20 July, 
2013; B. Sokiev, “Pravitil’stvo Tadzhikistana ozabocheno rostom ekstrimizma v strane,” CentralAsia.
ru, 1 August, 2013.

31 “Blesk nishchety.  Gissarskaia meriia zakazala tadzhiuveliram napol’nye chasy s 3 tys. ametistov, 
tsenoi $600 tys,” CentralAsia.ru, 18 July, 2013.

32 “Chem Emomali ne Gurbanguly. Prezident Tadzhikistana gotovit sebia k pozhiznennomy 
prezidentstvu,” CentralAsia.ru, 20 July, 2013; M. Saidkhodzhaev, “Tadzhikskaia al’ternativa – 
propravitel’stvennye zombi protiv politicheskikh trupov,” CentralAsia.ru, 22 July, 2013.

33 S. Asomiddinov, “Tadzhikistan.  Golodnyi shchit gosudarstva,” CentralAsia.ru, 22 July, 2013.

34 S. Pirov, “Migratsionnye protsessy v Tadzhikistane ugrozhaiut stranam SNG,” Central Asia.ru, 3 
July, 2013.
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displeasure with Dushanbe, and demonstrate the Kremlin’s clear 
intention to use a variety of means to express this, most notably 
by targeting the migrant workers as a means to pressure, or if 
necessary, to destabilize the regime. 

Dushanbe has responded to this by increasing its flirtations 
with China and the West.  Dushanbe has focused on its relation-
ship with China as a major source of cash.  In May 2013, Ra-
khmon visited China, and following negotiations, the Chinese 
side agreed to invest 300 million USD in Tajikistan.35 Both the 
Chinese and Tajikistan leadership are designing plans to further 
develop the China – Tajikistan relationship until 2019, and have 
proclaimed that China and Tajikistan will develop their relation-
ship to “strategic level.”36 

This trajectory has made Moscow quite unhappy, and 
various articles published in June and July 2013 demon-
strate this.  In the view of Russian media commentators, 
China is Tajikistan’s last hope, as no other countries are 
interested in investing in such a corrupt place.37  Still, as 
suggested, the Chinese will likely soon lose interest, at 
which point dysfunctional Tajikistan would finally col-
lapse.38  The catastrophic scenario of Tajikistan’s coop-
eration with China has also been elaborated.  According to that 
view, Chinese “migrational invasions” could lead to the displace-
ment of the native population, turning Tajikistan into a desert.  
Indeed, these articles have drawn implicit comparisons between 
the Chinese and locusts, suggesting that Chinese migrants would 
cause environmental damage.39  

Other media commentators have suggested that China could help 
the Tajik regime, though at a price – namely the transformation 
of Tajikistan’s infrastructure in a way that would boost economic 
development in China’s raw material appendix.40  China is not 

35 V. Panfilova, “Dushanbe beret kurs na Pekin. Tadzhikistan sdelal vybor v pol’zu sotrudnichestva s 
Kitaem,” Central Asia.ru, 22 May, 2013.

36 “Rakhmon vyklianchil v Pekine obeshchanie gumpomoshchi 32 mln.  za sdachu ostatkov 
Murgabskogo raiona,” Central Asia.ru, 20 May, 2013.

37 G. Akramshoev, “V boi idut odni kitaitsy. Iranskii biznes pokidaet Tadzhikistan,” CentralAsia.ru, 
16 July, 2013.

38 P. Mullodzhanov, “Spasut li tadzhikov Kitai s Rossiei, ili komu my nuzhny, krome samikh sebia?,” 
CentralAsia.ru, 18 July, 2013.

39 Salokiddin Sadriddinzoda, “Tadzhikistan – kto prikhodit za rabotoi i ukhodit s oslom,” Central 
Asia, 12 August, 2013.

40 A. Mustov, “Tadzhikistan prevrashchaetsia v syr’evoi pridatok Kitaia?,” CentralAsia.ru, 22 July, 
2013.
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seen by observers as  Tajikistan’s only possible alternative. Iran, 
with which Tajikistan shares a common ethnic and cultural heri-
tage, has been posited as another option.  Iran has been engaged 
in various forms of cooperation with Tajikistan for awhile.  For 
example, Iran was involved in building the Sangtudinskaia Hy-
droelectric Station (GES)-2 and with plans to build other similar 
stations. This was, at least, the case several years ago41 and Teh-
ran does seem interested in developing a commercial relation-
ship with Dushanbe.42  This direction also displeases Moscow, 
whose relationship with Tehran is not an easy one.  In the view of 
Russian observers, Iran’s interest in Tajikistan is waning because 
it is impossible to pursue a normal business relationship with 
Dushanbe.43  The other interpretation suggested that Tajikistan 
would be absorbed by Iran, at least indirectly.44  Yet another view 
argues that Dushanbe’s economic cooperation with Tehran is es-
sentially meaningless for Sangtudinskaia GES-2, given that  the 
project remains unfinished despite Iranian promises.45 

While China is clearly seen as the major source of cash 
and help from Iran is also taken into account, it should 
also be recalled that Dushanbe has not turned its back 
entirely on the West and has cooperated with NATO and 
the U.S. for over a decade.  Since 2001, the “engineer-
ing troops for support or NATO forces which comprise 
300 French military personnel” have been stationed in 
Dushanbe.46  The USA also invested considerable sums 
in strengthening Tajikistan borders.  In 2012, the French 
delegation visited Tajikistan and signed an agreement to 
the effect that French forces would remain in Afghanistan 
even after NATO’s withdrawal at the end of 2014.  In 

the same year, a “huge training center for Tajikistan servicemen” 
was launched.47 It was financed by the U.S., and entailed a part-
nership between Tajikistan and NATO.  In April 2013, the NATO 

41 “Tadzhikskie i iranskie energetiki rassmatrivaiut tekhnicheskie parametry proekta stroitel’stva GES 
‘Aini’,” Iran News, 29 August, 2012.

42 “V Dushanbe proshla vstrecha delovykh krugov Tadzhikistana i Irana,” Iran News, 16 September, 
2013.

43 “Iranskaia kompaniia obviniaet ‘Tadzhik-Eir’,” CentralAsia.ru, 7 July, 2013.

44 P. Romanov, “Tadzhikistan v ozhidanii novogo vitka iranskoi ekspansii,” CentralAsia.ru, 22 July, 
2013.  On the critic of this view, see “D. Pano:  Terra incognito.  Iran i Tadzhikistan (polemika S P. 
Romanovym),” CentralAsia.ru, 22 July, 2013.

45 “Sangtudinskuiu GES-2 planiruiut zapustit’ v kontse goda,” Central Asia.ru, 12 August, 2013.

46 S. Kozhemiakin, “Tadzhikistan. Opasnyi kurs lavirovaniia,” Pravda, 8 August, 2013.

47 A. Muminov, “Bluzhdaiushchaia baza Manas perekochuet v Kazakhstan?” kursiv.kz, 23 August, 
2013.
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General Secretary visited Tajikistan and reaffirmed the NATO / 
Tajikistan relationship. Lately there have been rumors that al-
though the “U.S. is to close its base in ‘Manas’ (Kyrgyzstan), it 
could well reopen a similar base in Tajikistan.”48 

In the scope of its flirtations with a variety of partners, Dushanbe 
has become enterprising.  For example, an airfield in Aini has 
been promised to Russia, UK, the U.S. and even India, and the 
negotiations with all of these partners are likely to continue 
through July 2013.49  Some observers believed that India might 
just be an intermediary.  Under that scenario, India, upon receiv-
ing the base from Russia, would deliver it to NATO.50  Some be-
lieved that Rakhmon has already made up his mind and received 
assurance from Washington of its support.51  This notion appears 
quite plausible if one remembers that Rakhmon held talks with a 
high-ranking American general in late July 2013 and demanded 
and received payment for using the “okno” (window) station that 
provided the Russian military with the means to monitor practi-
cally any object in the Earth’s orbit.52  Finally, in August 2013, 
Tajikistan engaged in NATO / Kazakhstan-sponsored military 
maneuvers in Kazakhstan.53  

All of these foreign policy moves clearly irritate Putin, who ap-
parently invited Rakhmon to visit Moscow on August 1, 2013.  
The negotiations were inconclusive, and Russia’s response to 
Rakhmon’s visit was rather skeptical.  Centrist newspaper Ne-
zavisimaia Gazeta noted that Rakhmon came to Moscow empty-
handed54 and he should understand that a “multi vector” foreign 
policy is for “clever and strong” leaders – a category into which 
he definitely does not fall.55 The Kremlin implicitly warned that 
the attempt to engage with NATO / the U.S. on one hand and 
China and Iran – the U.S./ NATO enemy – on the other could 
lead not just to a foreign policy debacle but to the collapse of 
the regime.56  The contributor to the newspaper implied that Ra-
48 Ibid.

49 “Britanskii lev prygnul na Kaspii,” Nezavisimaia Gazeta, 1, July, 2013.

50 V. Panfilova, “Moskva zhdet iasnosti ot Bishkeka i Dushanbe,” Central Asia.ru, 29 May, 2013.

51 Arkadii Dubnov, “Evraziistvo nachinaet nabukhat’”; Novoi-Kazakhstan, 15 May, 2013,

52 Khamid Abdulloev, “ ‘Okno’ obizali platit’ nalogi,” Ozodagon, 26 July, 2013.

53 “Kazakhstan, NATO provodiat sovmestnye mirotvorcheskie ucheniia ‘Stepnoi orel – 2013’,” 
Fergnaa, 14 August, 2013.

54 “Rakhmon privez Putinu ocherednye obeshchaniia,” Nezavisimaia Gazeta, 2 August, 2010.

55 “SShA moderniziruet armiiu Tadzhikista,” Nezavisimaia Gazeta, 31 July, 2013.

56 Kozhemiakin, “Tadzhikistan Opasnyi kurs lavirovaniia.”
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khmon needs to understand that his position is extremely pre-
carious. It was not just the rumors about a war with Uzbekistan57 
over plans to regulate the flow of water58 but appalling domestic 
economic conditions which Russian commentators presented as 
evidence.  The stream of articles – either written by Russian au-
thors or taken from foreign sources – are intended to demonstrate 
the dire conditions in the country.  According to these observers, 
the state coffers are pretty much empty, which has pushed the 
government to increase taxation.59 The dearth of employment op-
portunities has meant very few of the Tajiks who study abroad 
are returning home.60 

Thus, Tajikistan is in dire straits economically, and aside 
from the money sent by migrant workers in Russia, there 
are no other sources of cash.61  And Tajiks have no place 
to go beside Russia. Indeed, observers have noted that 
the current economic conditions have led to an exodus 
to Russia not just by men but also women, which is quite 
unusual for Tajikistan.62  The role of migrants has become 

so important for the economy that the Tajik authorities classified 
the amount of money which migrant workers send back; figures 
are not made public.63  Nonetheless, they cannot hide the fact that 
migrants send considerable sums back to Tajikistan and that this 
line of cash inflow is a major crutch for the economy.64  

It is also noted by observers that Dushanbe is wrong to assume 
that Tajik migrants are of any importance for Russia.  They actu-
ally create a problem.  Indeed, as Russian observers noted, they 
have actually created problems in Moscow’s dealings with the 
West.  According to these observers, Russia has actually done Ta-
jikistan a favor.  The point here, insist the observers, is that Rus-
sia is in the process of negotiating changes in visa requirements 

57 “Rakhmon ishchet podderzhki Putina,” Nezavisimaia Gazeta, 29 July, 2013

58 “M. Opazgulyevi Rogunskaia GES.  Ne myt’em, tak katan’em,” CentralAsia.ru, 23 August, 2013; 
“ ‘DW’: Tadzhikistan delaet stavku na ‘vodnuiu diplomatiiu’,” CentralAsia.ru, 23 August, 2013.

59 “ Svadebnykh pevtsov v Tadzhikistane oblozhili ezhemesiachnym nalogom v razmere $113,” 
Aziia-Pluis, 21 August, 2013.

60 Shakhodat Shaibnazarova, “IWPR:  Obrazovatel’nyi defitsit v Tadzhikistane,” Inozpress.kg, 20 
August, 2013.

61 Sukhrob Shamolov, “Tadzhikistan – odna nadezhda na denezhnye perevody migrantov,” 
CentralAsia.ru, 21 August, 2013.

62 Ibid.

63 G. Faskhutdinov, “Tadzhikistan – den’gi migrantov pod grifom ‘sekretno’,” CentralAsia.ru, 7 
August, 2013.

64 B. Seidakhmetov, “Tadzhkistan v ozhidanii oseni,” CentralAsia.ru, 3 August, 2013.
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with the EU and the U.S.  According to some Russian 
analysts, the future agreements could well make it easier 
for Russians to travel to the West.  Thus in this sense, the 
presence of Tajik and other Central Asian migrants could 
complicate the issue from the perspective of Western 
powers, who do not want to see Russia becoming a tran-
sit route for Central Asian migrants into the West.  Rus-
sia allows Tajiks to move to Russia freely only because 
Dushanbe promised to allow Russia to have a military 
base in Tajikistan, according to agreement signed by Ra-
khmon and Putin in fall 2012.65  

Pro-government news agency Regnum also noted that the for-
mer Soviet republics who encourage their citizens to go to Rus-
sia should remember that Russia is under no obligation to ac-
cept them, and that being in Russia is a privilege.  Moreover, the 
number of migrants in Russia would decline if visa agreements 
are signed, and only those countries that belong to the so-called 
Eurasian Union, or at least have a good relationship with Russia, 
would be allowed to send migrants to Russia.  Another Russian 
observer noted ominously that “Rakhmon is aware that if Russia 
loses its patience and sends back several planes full of deported 
Tajiks, it would lead to chaos in Dushanbe.”66  

It is clear that Kremlin does not trust Rakhmon’s assur-
ances. Beyond the threats issued following Rakhmon’s 
visit. Moscow decided to pursue a broad policy of de-
porting at least a thousand illegal immigrants.67  There 
were several reasons behind this.  The large numbers of 
migrants became the symbol of all the ills of post-Soviet 
society and the dramatic changes in the demographic and 
cultural landscape of the country.  Immigrants from Cau-
casus and Central Asia constitute the vast majority of im-
migrants, and are the target of prejudice and hatred from 
ethnic Russians.  In early August 2013, soon after Putin’s 
meeting with Rakhmon, the Russian authorities appeared 
to decide to tackle the problem in earnest.  There is a 
plan to build 83 camps for illegal immigrants in Russia, 
where they shall be detained and then deported.  One of 

65 E. Chernenko, “Tadzhikistan poluchil rossiiskuiu notu v Facebook.  MID obespokoen 
bezopasnost’iu posol’stva v Dushanbe,” Komersant, 17 August, 2013.

66 I. Varfolomeeva, “Tadzhikskii tupik.  Kreml’ nedovolen Rakhmonom,” forum-msk.org, 18 August, 
2013.

67 Москва и Петербург повышают штрафы для мигрантов-нарушителей, Ria Novosti, August 
2013, available athttp://ria.ru/society/20130809/955233827.html
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them has already been built in Moscow.68  While the creation of 
the camps and the arrests of thousands of immigrants do not ex-
clusively target Tajiks, the authorities clearly perceive this new 
policy as the way to pressure Tajikistan along with – indirectly 
- the other countries of Central Asia and Caucuses. As a matter 
of fact, Russian authorities have already deported 3,000 migrants 
in last half year and prevented the entry of 17,000.69  Some of 
the deported were Tajiks and current policies of arresting and de-
porting Tajiks are quite similar to actions undertaken by Kremlin 
several years ago in retaliation to Dushanbe’s arrest of a Russian 
pilot.70  The deportations led to protests among the large Tajik 
diaspora in Russia whose representatives noted that the very no-
tion of “illegal migrants” should not be applied to Tajiks, or other 
citizens of the countries of the former USSR with which Russia 
has a visa free arrangement.71  

Nonetheless, the Kremlin has indicated that it could end 
these arrangements and deport thousands of Tajiks and 
possibly other nationals whose governments have been 
in conflict with Moscow. This could exacerbate the eco-
nomic, social and political problems in those countries.  
The withdrawal of Russian support and, especially, the 
problem with migrants, could cause Rakhmon’s down-
fall.  Indeed, in addition to the threat to limit the number 
of Tajik migrants, the Kremlin has attacked Rakhmon 
personally,  implicitly mocking his attempts to be seen 
as a serious historian,72 and implying that he and his rela-
tives are involved in drug trafficking.73  All of these sig-

nals from Moscow indicated that Moscow continues to be irritat-
ed with Dushanbe and is consider how to manipulate Rakhmon 
in line with its policy needs, or simply arrange his ouster in favor 
of someone more amenable.  Limiting Tajik migration to Russia 
or expelling considerable numbers of them are certainly on the 
table.  Creating problems with Tajik migrant workers could be 
the most painful for the Rakhmon regime, and social upheaval, 

68 “Slovo dnia,” Zavtra, 5 August, 2013.

69 “Nachal’nik Moskovskoi politsii Anatolii lakunin rasskazal o merakh po bor’be s nezakonnoi 
migratsiei,” Izvestiia, 7 August, 2013.

70 “Aziia-Plius:  Chistki v Moskve.  Chego zhdat’ tadzhikskomu migrant?,” Asia-Plius, 7 August, 
2013.

71 Galem Faskhutdinov and Anatoli Vaiskopf, “Moskovskie metody for’by s nelegalami bespokoiat 
Tsentral’nuiu Aziiu,” Nemetskaia Volna, 18 August, 2013.

72 “Karamzin otdykhaet.  V Kuveite izdan V tomnyi uchenyi trud E. Rakhmona ‘ Tadzhiki v zerkale 
istorii’ na arabskom iazyke,” Central Aisa.ru, 25 June, 2013.

73 “N. Krasnov, geroinovyi potok iz Tadzhikistana ne issiakaet,” CentralAsia.ru, 6 August, 2013.
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like in nearby Kyrgyzstan, could indeed erupt.  The results of this 
social/political upheaval could be manifold and unpredictable.  It 
is true that Moscow’s plans could work, and that Kremlin would 
be able to install a puppet in Dushanbe.  Or, the Kremlin’s threat 
about an upsurge of Islamic fundamentalism and instability could 
become a self-fulfilling prophecy.  In this case, not just Tajikistan 
but Uzbekistan could face trouble, in turn creating problems for 
Moscow itself.  While it is unclear whether Moscow would in-
deed try to deport Tajik migrants en masse or at least create seri-
ous entry barriers for them, this scenario is quite possible and the 
result could be quite different to that desired by the Kremlin.  By 
fall 2013, the Kremlin seemed to understand that for a variety of 
reasons, the project for deporting migrants, including Tajiks, on a 
massive scale would not be a realistic undertaking.  Consequent-
ly, in late August, the Kremlin “created the favorable conditions 
for Tajik migrants” allowing them to stay in Russia for 15 days 
before registration.74  

At the same time, the Kremlin believes that Tajikistan has no 
other option but to follow its bidding.  The commander of the 
Russian base refused to register their inventory with the local 
authorities or pay local taxes.75 The Kremlin proclaimed that Du-
shanbe has no other option but to stick with Russia, for the West 
already sees Tajikistan as Russia’s proxy.76  While the political 
orientation of Dushanbe is questionable, it does not mean that it 
has Dushanbe relationship with Beijing continued to be strong. 
One observer noted that “Russia is Tajikistan’s strategic partner 
only on paper and in verbal expressions.  China is slowly but 
surely becoming the most important partner,” largely be-
cause of its economic clout.77  One might assume that 
Tajikistan’s connection with China will deepen based 
on the new gas line from Turkmenistan to China, which 
would move through Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan.78  While 
Dushanbe has continued to flirt with variety of foreign 
partners, it has still avoided irritating Moscow and caved 
in to Russian demands.  Russia is officially allowed to 

74 “Tadzhikskim migrantam razreshili ne vstavat’ na uchet v RF 15 dnei,” Novosti Kazakhstana, 30 
August, Forum-msk.org, 30 August, 2013.

75 “Kuliab Rossiiskaia voennaia baza ne khochet registrirovat’sia v tadzhikskom BTI,” Radio Ozodi, 
5 September, 2013.

76 V. Panfilova, “Rakhmon zhdet odobreniia Kremlia Rossiiskuiu priviazali k prezidentskim 
vyboram,” Nezabisimaia Gazeta, 6 September, 2013.

77 Sadriddin Kataev, “Kitaiskii aktsent tadzhikskoi politiki,” Central Asia, 14 September, 2009.

78 “ ‘RO’: 4-ia nitka Arkadaga.  Novyi gazoprovod Turkmenistan – Kitai proidet cherez Tadzhikistan 
i Kirgiziiu,” Radio Ozodi, 5 September, 2013.
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keep its bases in Tajikistan at practically no cost.  And at the same 
time, Moscow implicitly supported Rakhmon’s re-election by al-
lowing Tajik migrants to stay in Russia.  

Conclusion

Moscow has clearly exhibited residual imperial ambitions in its 
attempt to solidify its position in the post-Soviet space.  This is 
seen especially clearly in Central Asia.  Critics of Putin’s Eur-
asian Union project have stated that Moscow wants to restore the 
USSR under a different design.  This is incorrect. Moscow has no 
military power to control Central Asia in the Soviet fashion, and 
moreover the Kremlin of the Soviet era demanded absolute con-
trol over its empire.  Still, it spent lavishly on the economic and 
cultural development of the provinces, and often at the expense 
of the Russian heartland.  This model is absolutely foreign to the 
present day Russian elite.  It wants economic benefits from the 
other states, and displays no interest in investing in Central Asia 
or elsewhere for the sake of influence alone. Allowing thousands, 
if not millions, of migrants to work in Russia is one of the few 
benefits that Moscow can offer Central Asia.  And the case of Ta-
jikistan shows that this incentive works well, although it creates 
serious internal problems in Russia.  The majority of ethnic Rus-
sians do not share the imperialist propensity of the political elite 
and see the influx of migrants as the source of many problems.  
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* Olga Chaiko is a  journalist for the ICTV TV program (informational and analytical stories on politics, social and interna-
tional events for “Facts” news show,  mini – documentaries for “Good News” TV magazine) in Kiev, Ukraine.
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At least 82 dead, hundreds wounded, and the center of recent-
ly flourishing Kiev ravaged and burned. These are results of 

a three-month period of unrest in Ukraine. The protests started as 
peaceful, right after the governmental decision to halt negotia-
tions on the signing of the Ukraine-EU Association Agreement 
and Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Agreement (DCFTA). 
That decision came just a week before the Eastern Partnership 
Summit in Vilnius (29 November, 2013). 

The Cabinet of Ministers gave two explanations for the move: 
first, the Association Agreement would mean that Ukrainian busi-
ness would suffer from European competition at the same time as 
losing the huge Russian market (about 75 percent of Ukraine`s 
engineering exports). 

Moscow demonstrated its feelings about the European aspira-
tions of its closest neighbor through trade sanctions on Ukrai-
nian confectionary and other goods in August: the continuation 
of the blockade would have been extremely costly for Ukraine`s 
economy – estimated at 2 billion USD in the second part of 2013, 
according to The Federation of Employers of Ukraine (FEU). 
Moreover, Ukraine is heavily reliant on expensive Russian gas. 
According to the State budget, the average price in 2013 was 
421 USD per 1,000 cubic meters. This is 31 USD higher than 
the same Russian gas that was bought by Germany and resold to 
Ukraine (390 USD per 1,000 cubic meters). The Ukrainian gov-
ernment has predicted general losses of 160 billion Euros over 
the next 10 years, because of the high gas price, losses on the 
CIS markets and low competitiveness of Ukrainian goods in Eu-
rope. However, official figures vary drastically. In the middle of 
December, Prime Minister Mykola Azarov appealed to European 
leaders for help – and the figure then was 20 billion Euros. Eu-
rope couldn`t understand the amount, and Government decided 
to temporarily wrap Eurointegration.

Ukrainians were disappointed by the return to Russia`s orbit. 
Over the last three years, President Yanukovych and his 
government have declared European-oriented policy ob-
jectives. Moreover, during the months prior to the Vilnius 
Summit, the opposition and ruling party managed to unite 
their efforts and adopt several of the laws required by the 
EU, two in particular. One was the election bill, which 
provides for the establishment of a foreign constituency, 
changes procedures for the formation of district election 
commissions, reduces the amount of cash collateral for 
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registration, and increases requirements for press agencies cover-
ing the electoral campaign. The other relates to the prosecutor`s 
office: it passes the pre-trial investigation function to the police 
making the prosecutor`s office the higher supervisory authority. 
Officials did, of course, fail to agree on the Yulia Tymoshenko 
case at that stage. The continued imprisonment of the former 
Prime Minister was one of the barriers to EU integration.

Students, businessmen and journalists who had anticipated 
grants, free visas and European way of life and principles of law 
and order in Ukraine started peaceful demonstrations with the 
aim of persuading Victor Yanukovych sign the EU Agreements. 
They were also afraid that rejecting the Association Agreement 
would lead Ukraine to return to the political realm of the former 
Soviet Union, and join the Customs Union along with 
Russia, Belarus and Kazakhstan. The Moscow-sponsored 
economic union has repeatedly called for Ukraine to join, 
but until the end of November, Ukraine resisted. Ukrai-
nian authorities were unanimous: EU Association is our 
main objective, while Russia remains a strategic partner. 
Later in December 17th, the Ukrainian Delegation in Rus-
sia signed several agreements. The first of these slashed 
the price of gas to 268 USD per 1,000 cubic meters. Rus-
sian President Vladimir Putin promised to give Ukrainian 
government a 15 billion USD loan, explaining that Rus-
sia is a brother nation. The first tranche of 3 billion USD 
was received at the end of 2013 and was used to close the 
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budget gap - to pay out pensions and social payments. Former 
Ukrainian President Leonid Kuchma characterized Russian dis-
counts plus loan as a breath of fresh air, but the main thing was to 
use it properly. According to him, “Putin has never been a charity 
man. The Russian help sounds nice, but the bad thing is that we 
get loans that future generations are forced to pay back. Besides 
that, we risk losing the trust of our European partners”.

What the EU Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Area 
Agreement offered Ukraine was long-term prospects for 
Ukraine`s development, resulting in a likely increase of at least 
by 6 percent in Ukraine`s GDP. By contrast, said European 
Council President Herman Van Rompuy, Russian help provides 
short-term measures aimed at preventing a collapse.

The Ukrainian opposition was also sure: the part of Russian loan 
will be used for his 2015 presidential campaign, and another 
portion will be used to enrich the Yanukovych family and Party 
of Regions oligarchs. Yanukovych`s eldest son, Alexander - a 
dentist by profession - is considered to be one of the country`s 
wealthiest people. According to “Forbes-Ukraine”, his net worth 
is estimated at 187 million USD. An investigation by the English 
language newspaper Kyiv Post published in April 2013 stated 
that 
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“Yanukovych`s Swiss-based Mako Trading SA became 
perhaps his best-known company to Ukrainians following 
an article that appeared in the Swiss daily Le Matin 
Dimanche on Jan. 13. The newspaper called the president`s 
son “The King of Coal in Geneva.” The article also 
mentioned that Mako Trading sells coal imported from 
Ukraine and belongs to Yanukovych. However, according 
to Mako Trading`s 2012 financial report obtained by the 
Kyiv Post, the company is an industrial one, and engages 
in wholesale and retail trade in agricultural raw materials, 
live animals, textile raw materials and semi-finished goods. 
The company also engages in the repair of motor vehicles 
and motorcycles. Employing four people, the company 
had $5.4 million in operating revenue in 2012.”

University students from Kiev, Lviv, Ivano-Frankivsk and other 
Ukrainian cities, shocked at the sudden change in the country`s 
political course, joined the action. Some of them were attending 
lectures during the day, and then heading straight to Independence 
Square to join the protests. Many university professors supported 
the action, letting students skip their classes. By November 27th, 
about 6000 young people had joined the rally. They spent days 
and nights waving Ukrainian and European flags, dancing and 
singing along with journalists, actors and businessmen. 

The protest became known as “Euromaidan”. “Maidan” 
means “square” in Ukrainian, and is generally used to 
refer to Independence Square in Kiev. Its` main slogans 
sounded as “Ukraine is Europe” and “Out with the gang!”

Olexiy Zokalov joined Euromaidan in the end of Novem-
ber. He has a small farming business in the Kirovograd 
region. He started it 22 years ago – right after Ukraine 
declared its independence from the Soviet Union. He 
grows organic wheat, and his partner Viktor (who was 
shot dead by a sniper February, 20 – the day that the 
President announced as the Day Mourning for the dead 
in clashes) was raising special breed of pigs. “Our production 
used to sell well in Ukraine and in EU countries,” says Zokalov, 
“but now business in Ukraine is suffering. Too many revisions 
by tax officers and even from fire inspectors – and all of them 
are coming to get bribes.” Zokalov came to Kiev with food and 
clothes for the students who were sleeping out on Euromaidan. 
He felt sorry for them – the weather was cold, and they could get 
sick. But most of all he was proud of a new generation that was 
not afraid of power, as people of his age feared the Soviet regime.
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“Europe means rules,” says Zokalov, “and Ukrainian rules are 
unpredictable. And if I am afraid to come to Kiev today, I will 
not forgive myself tomorrow. I am staying here for the children 
and their future in a wealthy Ukraine. I want my kids to live here, 
not to look for better life somewhere abroad.” He was in Kiev on 
November 29th when President Yanukovych refused to sign the 
EU Association Agreement in Vilnius. The President gave no ex-
planation, and the following night – at 4 o`clock in the morning 
- special police units (Berkut) violently dispersed Euromaidan 
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protestors. Ostensibly they needed to clear the square in order 
to install the Christmas tree, and the protesters were preventing 
municipal workers from doing their jobs. This justification was 
rejected by many on the grounds of the timing of the action - the 
middle of the night.

Pop-singer Ruslana, the winner of the 2004 Eurovision song con-
test, spent every night on Independence Square. She sang her hits 
and led protesters in the national anthem – making them dance 
to keep warm and stay positive despite the overwhelming sense 
of public despair. That night she went home at around 3 a.m. An 
hour later she started getting messages from the Square. Students 
appealed for help, terrified of the militia. Riot police, their faces 
covered with helmets, hit helpless people with rubber truncheons 
and pursued fleeing protesters along Khreschatik, Kiev`s main 
street. Ruslana went straight to Euromaidan, arriving around 5 
am. Even now she is unable to describe the events without becom-
ing agitated. The improvised camps were all destroyed. Warm 
clothing and blankets supplied by Kiev residents were dispensed 
and frightened students and journalists with blood on their heads 
were hiding in Mykhailivska Cathedral, which gave shelter to 
protesters. According to the head of the Kiev Police Department, 
35 protesters were imprisoned, several wounded, and five were 
sent to hospital straight from the police department.

The following morning thousands of angry Ukrainians gathered 
on Mykhailivska Square. Activists with army experience were 
giving master classes in self-defense to the newcomers. Some 
put on steel Soviet army helmets; other were equipped with plas-
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tic ski helmets. The Ambassadors of Poland, Canada, Lithuania, 
the Netherlands and Finland visited the rally and condemned the 
way Berkut acted. Kiev residents offered housing and food to 
protesters.

Talking amongst themselves, activists agreed: if the au-
thorities had come to Maidan the day before, explained 
their position and wouldn`t hound the police forces of 
peaceful people – the action would die itself, but the au-
thorities have introduced the other rules of the game.

On Sunday, December 1st, some 500 000 people united in 
the center of Kiev. A group of radical protesters from the 
Svoboda (“Freedom”) political party occupied Kiev City 
Hall, declaring it the Revolution headquarters, while two 
other opposition forces (Bat`kivschina (“Motherland”, 
Tymoshenko`s party now led by Arseniy Yatseniuk) and 
Udar (“Punch”) headed by famous boxer Vitaliy Klich-
ko) kept control over Independence Square and House 

of Professional Unions, which became the Headquarters of Na-
tional Resistance. 

Some activists also broke the fence and captured the artificial 
Christmas tree that had just been installed by the city services. A 
group of radical young men took the nylon branches away and 
decorated the carcass with Ukrainian and EU flags, plus with the 
portrait of Yulia Tymoshenko. “This is a Christmas Tree revolu-
tion,” declared some. “The authorities wanted to install the tree 
on our blood - we do not need this type of celebration!” 

At the same time, others wearing masks attacked the Presidential 
Administration building, breaking the windows and waving steel 
chains in the face of Berkut. The opposition did not take respon-
sibility for the violent action that sent 165 with people to hospital 
with broken bones and head injuries. Angry Berkut militia were 
using rubber truncheons against journalists and activists that 
joined later along with opposition deputies, Some Berkut offi-
cers photographed with injured people on the ground. Nine badly 
injured people were imprisoned. Opposition leaders reacted in-
stantly. “The Maidan action is an exceptionally peaceful one”, 
said Yuri Lutsenko, the former minister of Internal Affairs who 
was arrested at the end of 2010 following accusations of financial 
mismanagement. The European Court of Human Rights (ECHR) 
found in 2012 that Lutsenko`s arrest violated his human rights 
and ordered the Ukrainian government to pay 15,000 Euros to 
Lutsenko as compensation for moral damages. After a year and 
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half behind bars, Lutsenko was pardoned by the President on  7 
April 2013, for health reasons and after numerous requests from 
Human Rights officer Valeria Lutkovska, former President of 
the European Parliament Pat Cox, and former Polish President 
Aleksander Kwasniewski. 

The opposition suggested that the violence had been provoked by 
supporters of the Presidential Administration, aimed at discredit-
ing the peaceful action. One piece of evidence supplied in sup-
port of this theory was that Berkut did not react instantly to the 

violence. Later drunk aggressive young people with pieces of ar-
mature became the symbol of presidential supporters. They have 
acquired the nickname “Titushki”, after a professional wrestler 
who assaulted a journalist covering an opposition rally. The op-
position set its town on Khreschatik (main Kiev street). To protect 
the peaceful activists from provocations, the leaders positioned 
the security guards near every exit. About 3000 people were liv-
ing in military tents on Khreschatik. Others were in the City Hall 
that was much more comfortable especially with temperatures of 
minus 22 Celsius outdoors. Some slept on the carpets, others had 
their bread and butter, hot soup, and tea at the tables where depu-
ties and heads of Kiev districts used to have their business meet-
ings. Students from the Medical Universities and eminent doctors 
tend to the injured and sick, who are often afraid to go to city 
hospitals where they could face arrest. Medicine is donated by 
Kiev residents who support the protesters, but cannot stay out on 
Maidan because of work, bad health or simply because of the po-
litical risk of being convicted for participation in `mass disorder`.
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The rally had three main goals: the President and Gov-
ernment must resign; those who ordered and carried out 
the violent actions against protesters on Independence 
Square on November 30th and later in January 2014 must 
be brought to justice; and finally the date for the initial-
ing of the Association and Free Trade Agreements must 
be set. 

“I know that Europe is not paradise. They have problems 
with money and unemployment,” says 56-year old Olena 
Shutenko, who regularly visits Maidan in her free time, 
bringing some money to the protesters from her retire-
ment pension. “I do not dream about complete EU inte-
gration, but I can`t see these men in power. They have 
luxurious dachas; they build up their businesses with 
money from the state budget. If we had the Association 
Agreement they would have to act according to the Eu-

ropean rules. I am afraid that Yanukovych wants to be president 
for life. He`ll usurp even more power than he currently has, and 
at the same time, Ukraine will become even more dependent on 
Russia”.

By the mid-December, an “Anti-maidan” demonstration ap-
peared near the Parliament. These protesters were mainly of 
Eastern Ukrainian origin, like President Yanukovych. This 
area of the country is the traditional political stronghold of the 
president, who was born near Enakievo - an important regional 
centre of coal mining, metallurgy, chemical production and 
manufacturing, in the Donetsk region. He was raised by his 
grandmother, and doesn`t hide his humble background. In his 
campaign literature, he stated “My childhood was difficult and 
hungry. I grew up without my mother who died when I was 
two. I went around bare-footed on the streets. I had to fight for 
myself every day.” He was sentenced to three years in prison for 
participating in a robbery. He later faced rape accusations, but 
that criminal case was closed. Yanukovych started his career as 
an electrician for a local bus company, but from 1997 to 2002 
he worked his way up to the position of Governor of Donetsk 
Oblast` – Ukraine`s most densely populated region, responsible 
for more than half of the country`s coal, finished steel, coke, cast 
iron and steel production. All these enterprises are dependent on 
Russian gas, and Russian language is dominant in the area; even 
ethnic Ukrainians consider Russian as their first language. The 
rhythm of life in Eastern Ukraine has not changed much since 
Ukraine gained independence. If the authorities have ordered 
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something, the people should submit, and few understand the ap-
peal of European democratic values. 

Most of pro-Yanukovych “activists” didn`t hide that they 
earned money for demonstrations (the local equivalent of 20 
to 40 Euros per day – considerable money for Ukrainians), but 
some wereforced to participate in Kiev or in regions. Activists 
were recruited from athletic organizations (mainly young 
wrestlers); others are men working as security guards for various 
organizations in Eastern Ukraine; some are simply teachers and 
doctors whose salaries come from the municipal budget. If they 
refuse, they are fired. There is also a darker edge to this pro-
government activism. This information is hard to confirm, but 
involvement of city gangs is often mentioned. Stories of drunk 
and aggressive men following people during the night, stealing 
things, breaking windows or putting cars of Euroactivists on 
fire are not uncommon. Allegedly, the police either ignore this 
behavior, or say that they are afraid to interfere. 

This is not to suggest that there are not those who genuinely sup-
port the President and his politics. People whose salaries come 
from local or national budget are afraid that if relations with Rus-
sia worsen, plus the unrest, will paralyze the country`s economy 
of Ukraine, they won`t get their money. “The ex-Prime Minister 
Azarov said that those Maidan People besieged the building of 
Government. This means that ministries can`t work normally, 
and calculate wages and retirement payments,” says 73-year old 
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Olena Kurmeleva, a Kiev pensioner who prefers to stay at 
home and watch the Russian channels that emphasize the 
negative impacts of EuroMaidan. She is afraid to visit the 
center of Kiev. “Europe is too far from us, she says, and 
the Maidan gang will distance it even further. They don`t 
want to work, they just want to fight and seize power.”

People at the Anti-Maidan rally were not always sure why 
they came to Kiev. All declare that they stand for Presi-
dent and prosperity, but then some recognize that they 
are also for Europe! “We are for European integration, 
but we do not want to join the EU with, speaking frankly, 
our ass nude, say Alla Sidorenko and Oleh Yegorchenko, 
both aged members of the ruling Party of Regions. “The 
European Union must welcome us without any dictator-
ship or setting of conditions. They must respect us. We 
will definitely sign the Association Agreement, but later 
- when our country is ready.”

Although the rally is financed by big companies owned 
by Party of Regions oligarchs, there is little unity among 
those financing the Party of Regions. The richest Ukrai-
nian, Rinat Akhmetov, who in March 2013, was listed 
by Forbes as the 47th richest man in the world with an 
estimated net worth of  15.4 billion USD, helped Ya-
nukovych win the Presidential campaign in 2010. But 
recently, after a period of silence, Akhmetov has diplo-
matically condemned the methods authorities used at the 
peaceful Euromaidan demonstration on November 30th. 

“Ukraine and the president have been going along the European 
road for three and a half years and much has been achieved over 
this time,” said Mr Akhmetov. “The agreement was not signed as 
scheduled at an EU summit held late last month in Vilnius. And 
everybody asked, what happened? Did Ukraine take a pause? 
Did Ukraine stop? Or did Ukraine take another road? Everyone 
wants clarity.” The same questions were raised by another oli-
garch, Viktor Pinchuk, the son-in-law of Ukraine`s second presi-
dent Leonid Kuchma, and also the owner of Interpipe, one of 
Ukraine`s leading pipe, wheel and steel producers. Along with 
Pinchuk, the founder of Yalta European Strategy (YES), an 
international independent organization that promotes Ukraine`s 
EU membership have called upon the opposition and president 
to negotiate through a roundtable format. Three former Presi-
dents of Ukraine – Leonid Kravchuk, Leonid Kuchma and Vik-

This is not to suggest 
that there are not those 
who genuinely support 

the President and his 
politics. People whose 

salaries come from local 
or national budget are 
afraid that if relations 

with Russia worsen, plus 
the unrest, will paralyze 

the country`s economy of 
Ukraine, they won`t get 

their money. 

“The European Union 
must welcome us without 

any dictatorship or 
setting of conditions. 

They must respect us. We 
will definitely sign the 

Association Agreement, 
but later - when our 

country is ready.”
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tor Yuschenko – are also trying to improve the situation. 
“The public is sick of politics,” said the first President 
of Ukraine, Leonid Kravchuk. “Kids are playing with 
Berkut and Presidential elections. They are not asking 
Saint Nicolas for gifts under the pillow, they are asking 
for Ukraine to calm down. The authorities must draw 
conclusions, but the opposition must too. They call for 
a “reboot” of power, but we cannot change the President 
outside the legal framework. We should find some kind 
of compromise”. However, neither the government nor 
the opposition seems to be eager to look for a solution. 

January 19th was the starting point of bloody disorder in the coun-
try. It was Epiphany – a Christian holiday celebrated widely in 
Ukraine. It started like a carnival. As is traditional, people were 
diving into the chilly Dnieper. Others headed to the demonstra-
tion in the center of Kiev, wearing medical or carnival masks 
and frying pans on the heads. This was in reaction to a number 
of laws adopted by the Parliament on January 16th and signed 
by the President. The laws imposed criminal responsibility for 
defamation (up to 2 years in jail), wearing masks and helmets 
during the actions (up to 15 days in jail), and also required people 
to obtain police permission for more than five cars in a row. This 
was because Automaidan (a revolutionary movement of people 
who have cars) has visited the residences of the President and 
other officials in the exclusive Kiev suburb of Mezhigiria. This 
type of protest meant that dozens of cars decorated with yellow 
and blue stripes were moving towards the residence, though nev-
er managed to get very close due to controls. The “5 car law” 

“The agreement was not 
signed as scheduled at 
an EU summit held late 
last month in Vilnius. And 
everybody asked, what 
happened? Did Ukraine 
take a pause? Did Ukraine 
stop? Or did Ukraine take 
another road? Everyone 
wants clarity.”
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sounded like simple regulation of road movement, but the con-
nection to the demonstrations was clear. Authorities have dem-
onstrated their attitude towards “Automaidan” activists arresting 
them and evading the investigation of multiple cases when their 
cars were set on fire overnight; but the most flashy event that 
happened to activists was the kidnapping of the leader of the pro-
testors Dmitrii Bulatov by unknown individuals. “They crucified 
me, so there are holes in my hands now,” he said.

“They cut off my ear, cut up my face. My whole body is a mess. 
You can see everything. I am alive. Thank God for this.”

The activist didn`t know the identity of his kidnappers, but he 
said that they spoke with Russian accents. After being tortured he 
was taken outside and thrown out the car. Bulatov was wandering 
around a village and knocking doors until one of the villagers let 
him. He then called his friends, who came right away and took 
him back to Kiev. He had been missing for eight days. When 
found, he was placed into a private hospital and then fled to Vil-
nius for further medication and to escape possible arrest.

The Minister of Foreign Affairs, Leonid Kozhara, denied that 
Bulatov was at risk. Kozhara`s Russian counterpart, Sergey 
Lavrov, added, “What does the inciting of street protests, which 
are growing increasingly violent, have to do with promoting 
democratic principles?” He also criticized Western support 
for Ukrainian anti-government protests: “Why do we not hear 
statements of condemnation toward those who seize government 
buildings, attack and burn police officers, and voice racist and 
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anti-Semitic slogans? Why do senior European politicians de 
facto encourage such actions, while at home they swiftly and 
harshly act to stop any impingement of the law?” The laws were 
widely denounced internationally, with U.S. Secretary of State 
John Kerry describing them as “anti-democratic.” 

On January 19th, Euromaidan condemned the laws. The action 
started as peaceful, but radical activists from “Right Sector” 
movement decided to advance closer into a government district, 
causing violent clashes with riot police. Hundreds of protesters, 
many wearing balaclavas, hurled rocks and Molotov cocktails. 
The militia responded with tear gas, stun grenades and water can-
nons – in weather of minus 10 degrees. Later, officials stated that 
the use of water cannons had been the only way to extinguish 
the Berkut bus, set on fire by protesters. Street battles contin-
ued all week long. The week of unrest left about 1500 protesters 
wounded, two dead instantly after being struck with non-rubber 
bullets, two deaths in hospital, two found dead bearing signs of 
tortures, 50 journalists injured, and several people missing. Those 
missing, say witnesses, were grabbed by Berkut or unknown 
people wearing black uniforms. The official police force are 
widely assisted by the so-called “titushkas”, but those who es-
caped mentioned the Russian accent of the kidnappers. Officials 
denied that the militia had used military weapons.

On January 25th the President offered one of opposition leaders, 
Arseniy Yatsenuik, the opportunity to lead the government, while 
Vitaliy Klichko was offered the position of Humanitarian Vice-
Premier. Prime Minister Mykola Azarov resigned and fled to 
Austria and then allegedly to Russia. However he was replaced 
by Sergiy Arbusov, who is generally seen as the personal banker 
of the President`s family. In 2003, 28-year old Arbuzov headed 
Ukrainian Business Bank, previously known as Donechchyna. 
“Non-officially this bank was a common business of Party of 
Regions former deputy Eduard Prutnik and Yanukovich fam-
ily – half and half,” claims popular Ukrainian Internet newspa-
per “Ukrainian Pravda”. In 2010 when Viktor Yanukovych was 
elected as President, Arbuzov became a deputy chairman of the 
National Bank of Ukraine. He was also referred to as shadow 
Prime Minister in Azarov`s Cabinet of Ministers. Now the other 
ministers have remained in place, including the Minister of Inter-
nal Affairs Vitaliy Zakharchenko.

Parliament overturned some of the new laws and adopted a one 
freeing the jailed activists in exchange for the remaining activists 
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to withdraw from the captured government and dozens of local 
administration buildings across Central and Western Ukraine, 
where the protests have spread. But people say this is meaning-
less . There were no signals about the signing of the Association 
Agreement, no new government, nor even any changes in the 
Ministry of Internal Affairs. Rebecca Harms, a Member of the 
European Parliament, has visited Euromaidan three times during 
the protests. She says that Maidan is growing bigger and big-
ger, and now one needs a map to navigate the area. However she 
understands the roots of unrest. While Ukrainian power is con-
cessions, it keeps kidnapping activists even during the daytime. 
The US Assistant Secretary of State for European Affairs Victo-
ria Nuland, who visited Kiev several times during the revolution, 
also said that the most important thing is to de-escalate the street 
violence, but the government has to persuade people their human 
rights and dignity won`t be violated.

The government pointed to another possibility to sign the 
EU Agreements in March 2014, but EU and American of-
ficials say: Europe is interested in Ukraine, but first they 
want to see the effective technical government and the 
results of Constitutional reform. European countries are 
negotiating on sanctions against Ukrainian authorities in-
volved in violating human rights – that could be painful 
since many ministers have business and bank accounts 
in Europe. Canada and United States have also declared 
possible visa sanctions.

However, opposition leaders rejected the Presidential 
proposal to enter the government. They decided to start 

work on returning to the amendments made by Constitutional 
Reform Act (2004). The 2004 Act - overturned in 2010 by the 
Constitutional Court - had weakened the power of the President: 
he lost the authority to appoint the Prime Minister (which be-
came the task of the Parliament), and could only appoint Min-

ister of Defence, Internal Affairs and Foreign Minister. 
Following the 2010 decision by the Constitutional Court, 
President Yanukovych gained close to a power monop-
oly. The opposition understood that even if Yatsenuik 
headed the Cabinet of Ministers, he would be heavily 
dependent on Viktor Yanukovych. Thus they wanted to 
bring back the 2004 amendments; they are also demand-
ing the right to form the whole government. The oppo-
sition insisted that Parliament had to vote on Constitu-
tional Reform on February 18th. Euroactivists decided to 

The government pointed 
to another possibility to 
sign the EU Agreements 
in March 2014, but EU 
and American officials 

say: Europe is interested 
in Ukraine, but first they 
want to see the effective 

technical government 
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organize a demonstration near the building despite the substan-
tial police cordon in the government quarter (including two Ar-
mored Personnel Carriers and two water cannons). Nobody can 
say how exactly the clash began, but they continued until next 
morning with devastating consequences: more than 20 killed, 
and the House of Professional Unions completely burned out.  
 
Police and protesters fired guns, with both rubber bullets and live 
ammunition, and police used tear gas and flash grenades in an 
attempt to repel thousands of demonstrators who fought back 
with crude weapons and explosives. One of opposition leaders, 
Arseniy Yatsenuik said, “we really are on the threshold of the 
most dramatic page in the history of our country.” The Ukrainian 
Security Service announced the start of anti-terror campaign, 
stopped metro in Kiev, and the armed police moved closer to 
the Maidan. The European Union threatened Ukrainian offi-
cials with possible personal sanctions, and the United States im-
posed visa sanctions against those responsible for the violence.  
 
After the fragile peace agreement, the clashes were renewed on 
February 20th. President Yanukovych had declared the 20th as 
a day of mourning for those killed in the clashes, but at 8 a.m. 
police tried to burn the Conservatory building, where wound-
ed activists had taken shelter. Activists spotted a sniper on the 
roof of the Conservatory. Both sides blamed each other for ig-
niting the deadly conflict. A statement from Interior Ministry 
stated that the protesters had gone on the offensive, and that 
police had had also been injured by the snipers. Protesters ac-
cused the police. Protesters claimed to have seen snipers on In-
stytutska Street opening fire on the most radical activists. But 
the protesters pushed the Berkut back to the October Palace, 
right back to the government quarter. The three visiting EU for-
eign ministers, Radosław Sikorski of Poland, Laurent Fabius of 
France and Frank-Walter Steinmeier of Germany, met President 
Yanukovych to push for a compromise with the Ukrainian op-
position, and on February 21st, after dozens of Party of Regions 
members cancelled their membership, police in the Western 
Ukrainian regions declared their allegiance with the people. Par-
liament finally decided to change the Constitution, and voted for 
the dismissal of Interior Minister Zakharchenko on the basis of 
his role in the violence. A landmark decision came when depu-
ties also agreed to free Yulia Timoshenko from jail. Yanukovych 
then agreed to early Presidential elections in December 2015, 
but in the context of the new fatalities and the government’s role 
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in the violence, this was not deemed an adequate concession.  
 
News of the agreement broke in Maidan right as people were 
saying goodbye to the dead activists. The youngest was 17 year 
old Nazar Voitovych from Ternopil, who had arrived at Maid-
an barely an hour before his death. He was killed by a sniper. 
Among the fallen are journalists, artists, designers, farmers and 
college professors. Sixteen policemen were also killed, shot 
by snipers. As the conflict escalated, police obtained the right 
to use arms. “Taking into account that police perform their du-
ties on maintaining public order without firearms, it was de-
cided to pull them back to the government neighborhood. To 
minimize losses among the unarmed policemen while they 
were retreating from the area under fire, armed security forc-
es arrived at the scene. They used weapons in line with the 
Ukrainian law “On Police,” Zakharchenko said in a statement 
posted on the Interior Ministry website on 21 February 2014. 

 
Police in the Western Ukrainian regions have declared their 
allegiance with the people, while the Eastern regions are 
highly disappointed with the president’s perceived indeci-
siveness. “He should have stopped Maidan fascists right at 
the beginning,” posted Anton, a pro-government activist, 
on his Facebook page. “He should have killed all of them.” 
 
Following the talks, President Yanukovych fled Kiev overnight on 
February 21st. His press-service have disseminated an interview 
in which he states that he is remaining in Ukraine and will contin-
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ue to protect the people who believe in him. “The decisions they 
are now taking [in the parliament] are unlawful. I won`t sign any-
thing,” he said in an interview with UBR TV Channel on Saturday. 

 
“These are not opposition-minded people, these are gangsters… 
Lawmakers are beaten, stoned, intimidated at exit of the par-
liament building.”  On the same day, the gates to the Presiden-
tial Palace were opened: several hectares with elaborate build-
ings and lakes, all strictly hidden from the public eye. “We 
should make this area a children`s hospital”, - activists said. 
“Such luxury is inappropriate in our country.” Later, the mem-
bers of his party turned to denounce Yanukovych`s behavior. 
 
The Maidan protesters are celebrating their victory with tears in 
their eyes. The victory has been extremely costly, and the future 
remains uncertain. There are at least three basic questions in the 
minds of the Ukrainian people. First, how can they renew faith in 
the country’s political institutions? People are disappointed with 
the opposition as well as the former government. The three main 
opposition politicians still haven’t agreed on who will run for the 
main leadership position during the early Presidential elections 
scheduled for May 25th. The second question is how to calm the 
eastern regions threatening revolution. And the third is how to 
renew talks on European integration without losing Russia as 
a key strategic partner. The situation is even more complicated 
since Ukraine has gained a new powerful political player: Yulia 
Tymoshenko was freed from jail February 22nd. Despite her evi-
dent ill-health, she has since made numerous public appearances 
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and seems determined to re-enter the political fray. The question 
now – for Ukraine, for Europe, for Russia – is whether this will 
become another Orange Revolution, or whether the country can 
forge a new, sustainable path to democratization, navigating both 
the public demand for European integration along with the neces-
sary economic ties with Russia.
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* Report prepared by Özgür Tüfekçi, Senior Editor of Caucasus International

The Caucasus is a region of both great diversity and potential; it is also a region 
about which much remains to be discovered. However, during the last decade, nu-
merous publications on the region have enabled us to better comprehend this diver-
sity and potential. In this sense, this section aims to introduce a number of these 
publications in order to keep our readers up-to-date with the available literature.

CAUCASUS 
UNDER REVIEW -  
RECENTLY PUBLISHED BOOKS 
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In this issue, seven books are featured. All of these books are 
related to Caucasus and the region’s relations with the rest 

of the world. In this regard, the first book examines the facts, 
trends, and future scenarios in the South Caucasus up to 2018. 
It is an edited book with contributions from several prominent 
analysts and experts from the region. Titled ‘The South Caucasus 
2018: Facts, Trends, Future Scenarios’, this book is the result of 
a longer term intensive project involving several collaborative 
meetings and seminars among the authors aimed at formulating a 
comprehensive strategic vision of the region, with a focus on the 
political, economic and security dimensions of the South Cauca-
sus. It is also worth mentioning that the year 2018 is the cente-
nary of independent statehood in the region: it was in May 1918 
that Azerbaijan, Georgia and  Armenia  declared independence.

The second edited book, ‘Georgian Foreign Policy: The Quest 
for Sustainable Security’, is a multi-author volume offering in-
sights and analysis on the challenges and prospects of Georgian 
foreign policy. This publication provides a chronological ac-
count of Georgia’s foreign policy along with an examination of 
the roles of identity and ethnicity in framing foreign relations. 
The book also considers Georgia’s integration process into the 
Euro-Atlantic space as well as its relations with its neighbors and 
partners: the U.S., Russia, Ukraine, Turkey, Azerbaijan, Arme-
nia, Iran and the Baltic States. 

Looking beyond the region, another recently published book is 
Northern Distribution Network: Redefining Partnerships within 
NATO and Beyond, which deals with the transportation route 
stretching across the Eurasia. The authors investigate what fac-
tors influence each segment of the NDN in each transit country, 
and also the goals pursued by the various stakeholders. The NDN 
is presented as one of many competing routes; it is also claimed 
that the NDN is becoming increasingly significant as an alterna-
tive transit route. In addition, while the authors emphasize that 
trade can only flow in an economically prosperous environment, 
they accept that investments in transport infrastructure are also 
vital for the region.

Behrooz Moazami’s State, Religion, and Revolution in Iran, 1796 
to the Present focuses on Iran, one of the biggest states in the 
Southern Distribution Network. The book describes and explains 
the transformation of the country’s political and religious spheres 
from the Qajar period (1796) to the dramatic post-election crisis 
of 2009. Moazami challenges the dominant scholarly discourse 
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about the influence of Shi’ism in Iranian culture and the role of 
religious elites--the ulama--in its history. In doing so, he con-
structs a new synthesis of the history of state and religion in Iran, 
questioning traditional assumptions and engaging with theoreti-
cal understandings of large-scale political transformations.

Another country key member of the Southern Distribution Net-
work is Turkey. In their book, Turkey’s Democratization Process, 
Carmen Rodriguez, Antonio Avalos, Hakan Yilmaz, and Ana I. 
Planet put forth a detailed account of Turkey’s democratization 
process since the 1980 coup d’état. The book is a very useful 
source for any reader looking to fully comprehend the global 
impact of the profound transformations that have taken place in 
Turkey, especially in relation to how this influences democratiza-
tion.

Following Iran and Turkey, Jakob Tolstrup’s work Russia vs. the 
EU: The Competition for Influence in Post-Soviet States deals 
with the impact of the Eurasian continent’s two main powers - 
Russia and the EU- on Ukraine, Belarus, and Moldova. The au-
thor delves into how the external factors have affected political 
movements in the aforementioned countries. One of Tolstrup’s 
aims is to thoroughly analyze one of the main aspects influencing 
the political trajectory of these states by reviewing the positive 
and negative internal as well as external factors. He believes that 
this is the only way to represent the full dynamic of the forces 
turning the wheels of global political developments. Only then 
we will be better equipped to explain the striking regime diver-
sity in the post-Soviet space and beyond. 

This issue’s final book for review is Professor Suha Bolubasi’s 
comprehensive work Azerbaijan: A Political History. In this 
book, Bolukbasi attempts to identify historical and geopolitical 
determinants that could re-emerge in a new guise and under very 
different circumstances. He also focuses on the construction of 
modern Azerbaijani identity and statehood. The book examines 
Soviet and post-Soviet cultural and socio-political transforma-
tions that have contributed to the contemporary sense of nation-
ality.
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The South Caucasus 2018:  
Facts, Trends, Future Scenarios
By Dr. Canan Atilgan (Ed.)
Konrad Adenauer Stiftung  
2013, 370 pp.

This book represents more than a unique effort at cross-bor-
der professional collaboration. More specifically, Dr. Canan 

Atilgan, the Director of the Regional Program South Caucasus 
for the Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung (KAS), guides an assessment 
of “developments, trends and scenarios” covering the political, 
economic and security fields in each of the region’s three coun-
tries, Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Georgia. In a collaborative effort, 
the contributing authors have also sought to “look forward” and 
analyze major trends and tendencies in the region, while offer-
ing specific scenarios and recommendations. In this context, the 
title of the book, the reference to the year 2018 marks not only 
the centenary of the first period of independence and statehood 
of each of the three countries in the South Caucasus, but was also 
chosen to provide a five-year framework for analysis. Finally, the 
book also provides “a set of recommendations in various policy 
fields for opinion-shapers and decision-makers of the respective 
countries”.

Georgian Foreign Policy:  
The Quest for Sustainable Security 
Kornely Kakachia and Michael Cecire (eds)
Konrad Adenauer Stiftung and the Georgian Institute of Politics 
2014, 220 pp.

Georgia’s foreign policy has been the object of study in many 
books and articles. However, this book is the one of the first 

attempts to collect the perspectives and analyses of a variety of 
international experts within a single publication. The book con-
tains various articles elaborating the directions, dilemmas, and 
opportunities of Georgia’s foreign relations. Contributing au-
thors include Ghia Nodia (Ilia University), Stephen Jones (Mt. 
Holyoke College), Kornely Kakachia (Tbilisi State University), 
Mamuka Tsereteli (Johns Hopkins University), Dr. Neil MacFar-
lane (Oxford University), and many others.
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Northern Distribution Network:  
Redefining Partnerships within NATO and Beyond
By Andris Sprūds and Diāna Potjomkina (eds.)
Latvian Institute of International Affairs
2013, 215 pp.

The aim of this publication is to analyze, raise awareness of 
and provide recommendations regarding the impact of the 

Northern Distribution Network (NDN) on NATO in general and 
Latvia in particular. The approach chosen by the LIIA is a broad 
one, taking into account different transportation and trade routes 
as well as the prospective commercialization of the NDN after 
2014. This book has been produced by an international team of 
ten authors from Azerbaijan (Zaur Shiriyev), India (Gulshan Sa-
chdeva), Germany/NATO Defence College (Heidi Reisinger), 
Latvia (Andris Sprūds, Māris Andžāns, Diāna Potjomkina), Rus-
sia (Andrei Kazantsev), the U.S. (S. Frederick Starr) and Uzbeki-
stan (Guli I. Yuldasheva and Farkhod Tolipov).

State, Religion, and Revolution in Iran,  
1796 to the Present 
By Behrooz Moazami
Palgrave Macmillan
November 2013, 224 pp.

Two basic assumptions have shaped understanding of recent 
Iranian history. One is that Shi’ism is an integral part of Iran’s 

religious and cultural landscape. The other is that the ulama (re-
ligious scholars) have always played a crucial role. This book 
challenges these assumptions and constructs a new synthesis of 
the history of state and religion in Iran from 1796 to the present, 
questioning existing theories of large-scale political transforma-
tion. Arguing that the 1979 revolution has not ended, Behrooz 
Moazami relates political and religious transformations in Iran to 
the larger instability of the Middle East region and concludes that 
turmoil will continue until a new regional configuration evolves.
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Turkey’s Democratization Process
By Carmen Rodriguez, Antonio Avalos, Hakan Yilmaz,  
and Ana I. Planet Routledge 
October 2013, 464 pp.

Since the end of the 1980 coup d’état Turkey has been in the 
midst of a complex process of democratization. Applying 

methodological pluralism in order to provide a comprehensive 
analysis of this process in a Turkish context, this book brings 
together contributions from prominent, Turkish, English, French, 
and Spanish scholars.

Turkey’s Democratization Process utilizes the theoretical frame-
work of J.J. Linz and A.C. Stepan in order to assess the complex 
process of democratization in Turkey. This framework takes into 
account five interrelated features of Turkey’s polity when mak-
ing this assessment, namely: whether the underlying legal and 
socioeconomic conditions are conducive for the development of 
a free and participant society; if a relatively autonomous politi-
cal society exists; whether there are legal guarantees for citizens’ 
freedoms; if there exists a state bureaucracy which can be used 
by a democratic government; and whether the type and pace of 
Turkish economic development contributes to this process.

Examining the Turkish case in light of this framework, this book 
seeks to combine analyses that will help assess the process of 
democratization in Turkey to date and will also be of interest to 
scholars and researchers interested in Turkish politics, democra-
tization and Middle Eastern Studies more broadly.

Russia vs. the EU: The Competition for Influence in 
Post-Soviet States
By Jakob Tolstrup
Holmes & Meier Publishers
October 2013, 295 pp.

Do Russia and the European Union have any substantial in-
fluence over the political trajectories of post-Soviet states? 

Shedding new light on the interplay between domestic and exter-
nal drivers of regime change, Jakob Tolstrup analyzes the impact 
of Russia and the EU on the democratization and autocratization 
processes in Belarus, Moldova, and Ukraine.
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Azerbaijan: A Political History
By Suha Bolukbasi
I. B. Tauris
November 2013, 312 pp.

Azerbaijan’s Soviet and post-Soviet political history has been 
tumultuous and varied, particularly with regard to the strug-

gle for independence, democracy and sovereignty. Suha Boluk-
basi illustrates how post-Stalin resilience, tolerance toward subtle 
nationalist expression and Gorbachev’s liberal policy contributed 
to the central government’s loss of control. As a result, issues 
such as Moscow’s responsibility for environmental degradation, 
the depletion of Azerbaijan’s oil, and unfavorable trade terms 
have been subject to open discussion. However, the Azerbaijan-
Armenia dispute over Karabakh has had a dramatic impact on 
political discourse. The dispute has become not only an interna-
tional conflict, but one which involves the lives of more than one 
million refugees and IDPs and the occupation of Azerbaijan’s 
lands by Armenia. This book shows how Azerbaijan’s recent po-
litical history - both domestic and international - has influenced 
the development of the country and the history of the surround-
ing region.

185 

 Vol.3 • No: 4 • Winter 2013-2014



186

Caucasus International



* Leyla Sh. Aliyeva is a Ph.D. student at Baku State University. Azerbaijan

Leyla Sh. Aliyeva*

The article explores the constitutional provisions for religious freedoms among the 
member states of the European Union in light of Azerbaijan’s experience as a secular 
Muslim nation which has been interested in European integration since regaining 
its independence in 1991. The author examines the legislation of specific EU coun-
tries and their historical backgrounds, arguing that aside from France, none of the 
EU countries provide legal protections for the equality of all religions. Instead, the 
doctrine of tolerance has been introduced in some EU member countries: a sociologi-
cal concept that has no legal content. The author puts forth Azerbaijan as a model 
for equality of among religious and ethnic communities. The relationship between 
religion and the state has always been a priority for Azerbaijan because its society is 
multi-confessional (two branches of Islam, Christianity, and Judaism). It is therefore 
believed that Azerbaijan can only function properly based on equal respect for reli-
gions at the state level, and minority religions have been placed under state protec-
tion on this basis. In conclusion, the author claims that the philosophy of civil religion 
in Azerbaijan may constitute a model for the provision of equal conditions for all 
confessions and ethnic groups, fostering a sense of common historical destiny.

Constitutions and  
Religious Favoritism  
in the European Union:
A View from Azerbaijan
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Of the countries interested in the European Union integration 
processes, Azerbaijan has the second largest traditional ma-

jority Muslim population after Turkey, in proportion to the total 
population. The Agreement on Partnership and Cooperation be-
tween the Republic of Azerbaijan and the European Union was 
signed on 22 April 1996.1 Azerbaijan sought to implement the 
principles of this agreement in its Constitution. In 2000, Azerbai-
jan became a member of the Council of Europe, confirming that 
it was on the right path. A decade later, in 2010, the EU and Azer-
baijan opened negotiations on the Association Agreement within 
the framework of the EU Eastern Partnership initiative. In the 
same year, in accordance with Article 43 of the 1996 Agreement, 
the harmonization of national legislation with EU standards was 
accelerated. Subsequently the Action Plan for the alignment of 
Azerbaijani legislation with EU legislation for 2010–2012 was 
approved, followed by the approval of the 2013-2014 plan on 
24 August 2013.2 Article 71 of the 1996 Agreement specifically 
provides cooperation on the harmonization of legislation on hu-
man rights and fundamental freedoms in accordance with the EU 
standards. 

The freedom of religion, among many others, is a key area of 
concern in the EU harmonization process. Azerbaijan is quite 
confident in this regard, as it firmly maintains its neutral position 
towards all faiths. However, in the EU since the Agreement on 
Partnership and Cooperation was signed, within the last 18 years, 
academics have agreed that religion is back (having never really 
been gone). As a consequence, religion has been de-privatized 
and religious institutions and traditions have been revived.3

At this juncture, this paper aims to answer the following ques-
tions: to what extent is the constitutional law of the EU countries 
ready for the challenges of the 21st century; what are the constitu-
tional guidelines for religious “renaissance” in Europe; is there a 
possibility for an alternative to the revival of religious ideology?

Azerbaijan’s experience 

Azerbaijan is a part of Europe; however, particular historical 
characteristics distinguish it from other European countries, 

1 See full text. Available at http://eeas.europa.eu/delegations/azerbaijan/documents/eu_azerbaijan/eu-
az_pca_full_text.pdf 

2 See full text. Available  at  http://www.economy.gov.az/index.php?option=com_content&view=arti
cle&id=1038&Itemid=183&lang=en 

3 Religion & Civil Society in Europe, Joep de Hart, Paul Dekker & Loek Halman (eds.), (Springer), 
2013 pp.1-2
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namely the specificity of the relationship between religion and 
state, which is reflected in the legislation. Azerbaijan is a secular 
republic, neutral with respect to religious institutions that are part 
of civil society (Art. 7 and 18 of the Constitution of the Republic 
of Azerbaijan). For Azerbaijan, the relationship between religion 
and state has throughout its history been a priority, because Azer-
baijani society has always been multi-confessional (with two 
branches of Islam; Christianity Judaism). Thus, its functionality 
depended equal respect for all religions at the state level. On this 
basis, minority religions have been placed under state protection. 
With regard to the majority religion, however, Azerbaijan has 
been “trying to develop a national brand of Islam by diminishing 
Shi`a-Sunni differences and fighting against foreign missionar-
ies under the pretext of keeping the so-called unique peaceful 
coexistence of both branches of Islam. Azerbaijan may be the 
sole Islamic country where adherents of both sects pray together 
in the same mosque, sometimes even led by the same mullah 
performing both prayer rites”.4 

Azerbaijani history consists of a sequence of wars, but 
none of these wars was inter-confessional. Analyzing the 
relationship between religion and state in Eastern Europe 
and the former Soviet Union, British political scientist 
John Madeley mentions that “[n]or did more than one 
of them (Azerbaijan) opt for the separationist model, de-
spite the recommendations of the United States and international 
organizations such as the OSCE (the Organization for Security 
and Cooperation in Europe) and the claim in some quarters that 
so-called church-state separation constituted a virtual sine qua 
non of liberal democracy”.5

Azerbaijan is the only country in the South Caucasus 
where state neutrality attitude towards different religion 
has been consistently enforced. Legally, secularism en-
tails the separation of the state and religion and the pro-
motion of freedom of religious belief: in other words, the 
privatization of religion. The basic position is ordinarily 
that there should be no established or official religion, a 
principle often supplemented by several others: a state must not 
officially promote or favor one religion over another. In the two 

4 Raoul Motika, Islam in Post-Soviet Azerbaïdjan, Archives de sciences sociales des religions, 46e 
Année, No. 115, Islam et Politique dansle Monde (Ex-) Communiste (Jul. - Sep., 2001), p.117.

5 John T.S. Madeley, Religion, State & Civil Society in Europe: Triangular Entanglements,  in: 
Religion & Civil Society in Europe, Joep de Hart, Paul Dekker & Loek Halman (eds.), (Springer), 
2013,p.58.
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other countries of the South Caucasus, Georgia and Armenia, 
constitutional regulation of the relationship between state and re-
ligion is different. For example, the Constitution of Georgia pro-
vides for the status of so-called traditional religion. On this basis, 
the government signed a “Constitutional Agreement between 
the State of Georgia and the Apostolic Autocephalous Orthodox 
Church of Georgia”, according it preferential treatment in a num-
ber of ways.6 The Preamble and Article 17 of the Law of Armenia 
“On Freedom of Conscience and Religious Organizations” (2001 
edition), establishes the Armenian Apostolic Church as the na-
tional church of the Armenian people. According to the law, the 
Armenian Apostolic Church, which also operates abroad, should 
be protected by the Republic of Armenia within international le-
gal norms.7 

Azerbaijan has historically been a crossroads for the 
world’s three Abrahamic religions - Islam, Christianity 
and Judaism. From the IV century, due to the efforts of 
the Parthian Christian missionaries, Christianity spread 
in the territory of Azerbaijan. The north of Azerbaijan 
was a part of the Khazarian Empire, where the official 
religion was Judaism. Part of the population in the north-

east of Azerbaijan continues to practice Judaism. Following the 
Arab conquest of Azerbaijan in the VII century, the vast majority 
of the population was converted to Islam. Nevertheless, Albanian 
church maintained its autonomic (autocephalous) status for more 
than 1000 years, up until the first half of the XIX century. Ten 
Azerbaijani states (khanates) became part of the Russian Empire 
by 1828 and by 1836, on the appeal of Catholicos of the Arme-
nian Gregorian Church, the Albanian Autocephalous Church was 
abolished by the tsarist government. Its property was transferred 
to the Armenian Catholicos. These processes played a key role 
in the institutionalization of mutual relations between state and 
religion in both constitutional and legislative terms.8

Tolerance is a cultural phenomenon in Azerbaijan, a system-
forming civilizational feature. Islam served as the basis of self-
identification for Azerbaijanis until the last quarter of the XIX 
century. “For the Azerbaijanis, who have a long literary tradition 

6 See:  http://www.patriarchate.ge/_en/?action=eklesia-saxelmcifo.

7 See:  http://www.e-gov.am/u_files/file/kron/khighch.pdf

8 Comments of the Government of the Republic of Azerbaijan on the Draft Joint Opinion by the 
Venice Commission & the OSCE/ODIHR on the Law on Freedom of Religious Belief of the Republic 
of Azerbaijan doc.CDL(2012)073, available at  http://www.venice.coe.int/webforms/documents/
default.aspx?country=41&year=all&other=true
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dating back to the sixteenth century, the main identity 
was either sub-national (khanates, regions, or clans) or 
supra-national (Islam).”9  Nevertheless, at the beginning 
of XX century Vladimir Stankevich, a former chief of 
the cabinet of the military minister in the Provisional 
Government of Russia, who fled to Germany in 1919, 
described the situation preceding the proclamation of the 
Azerbaijan Democratic Republic (ADR) in 1918 as fol-
lows; Azerbaijan “in its national development poses ex-
tremely instructive germs of European and Eastern influences”. 
In his opinion, “Caspian” newspaper (published in Baku) was 
“an expression of the ideological hegemony of Azerbaijan over 
all Muslims of Russia”.10

In the Declaration on Independence of the ADR adopted by the 
National Council on 28 May 1918, a number of basic principles 
were established. The political system was proclaimed a Demo-
cratic Republic; the intention to establish good neighborly and 
friendly relations with all (especially neighboring countries) was 
declared; the civil and political rights of all citizens regardless 
of ethnicity, religious beliefs, social status or gender were guar-
anteed; opportunities for the free development of all nationali-
ties living in ADR were guaranteed.11 The principles adopted by 
referendum in 1991 in the Constitutional Act on State Indepen-
dence of the Republic of Azerbaijan, further developed in the 
1995 Constitution, are: establishment of a secular democratic 
state based on the separation of powers (Article 11, 12,13,15,28), 
with explicit social orientation (Article 17, 25). Accordingly, the 
Preamble of the Constitution of Azerbaijan of 1995 starts: “The 
people of Azerbaijan, continuing a long tradition of its statehood 
... expresses its following intentions: … to build a legal, secular 
state which ensures the rule of law as an expression of people’s 
will”. Legal guarantees for the preservation of secularism also 
feature in other articles of the Constitution and legislation. For 
example, the principle of ineligibility applies to religious figures 
in accordance with Article 85 of the Constitution: they cannot be 
elected as Members of Parliament. In accordance with the legisla-
tion of Azerbaijan, if a religious figure serves in other government 

9 Svante E. Cornell, Small Nations & Great Powers: A Study of Ethno political Conflict in the 
Caucasus, (Richmond: Curzon Press), 2001, p.33.

10 В. Станкевич. Судьбы народов России (V.Stankevich, Destiny of the nations of Russia) (Берлин: 
издательство И.П. Ладыжникова),1921, p.237.

11 Азербайджанская Демократическая Республика (1918-1920). Законодательные акты. 
(Azerbaijan Democratic Republic (1918-1920). Legislation) (Баку: издательство Азербайджан, 
1998), p.10.
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agencies, he/she is obliged to suspend religious activities during 
the term of office. Civil servants are prohibited to conduct reli-
gious propaganda by using their status, and religious figures are 
not accepted for permanent service in the army, law-enforcement 
agencies, etc.

Historical heritage of religion in Europe

The constitutional regulation of relations between religion and 
state in Europe cannot be understood in isolation from its his-
tory. According to David Onnekink, “looking back on the recent 
history of Europe, it was easy to see that the Liberty the Protes-
tants enjoy, has, next to God’s Goodness, been the Purchase of 
the Sword.”12 It is impossible to understand the breadth of le-
gal regulation of issues related to religion without considering 
the history of religious wars in Europe, from the Crusades to the 
Westphalia agreement of October 24, 1648, which put an end 
to the Thirty Years War, in which almost all the European pow-
ers were active. The principle of the Peace of Augsburg (1555), 
that “whosoever controls the territory decides the religion”, was 
abandoned outside the hereditary lands in favor of more general 
tolerance. Religious minorities everywhere in the Empire were 
legally permitted to practice their faith if they had done so in 
that territory before 1624. This led Pope Innocent X to fulminate 
that all articles affirming tolerance were “null and void, invalid, 
iniquitous, unjust, condemned, rejected, frivolous, without force 
or effect, and no one is to observe them, even when they be rati-
fied by oath.”13

The conventional end to Europe’s age of religious wars between 
Catholics and Protestants did not result in “the establishment of 
general religious tolerance (except at the level of relations be-
tween states), although it did require the observance of a range of 
particular local exceptions to the cuius regio eius religio (whose 
region, his religion) rule; instead the final institutionalization of 
that rule decisively conferred on the authorities within each juris-
diction the right to enforce conformity to the locally established 
confession thereby repressing pluralistic tendencies within indi-
vidual territories.”14 Even the 1789 French Revolution’s grand 
declaration that “no one may be harassed because of his opin-
ions” – to which was added, as it needed particular emphasis, 

12 War & Religion after Westphalia, 1648-1713, David Onnekink (ed.) (Ashgate Publishing) , 2009,  р.1

13 Cathal J. Nolan.The Age of Wars of Religion, 1000-1650: An Encyclopedia of Global Warfare & 
Civilization. vol.2 (Westport: Greenwood Press) , 2006, p.506

14 John T.S. Madeley, ibid, p.48  

192

Caucasus International



“even religious ones” –  failed to introduce a decisive change 
to Europe’s confessional map.”15 This declaration is still an in-
tegral part of the French Constitution. Nevertheless, “although it 
signaled the important symbolic break of uncoupling citizenship 
rights from denominational membership within that country was 
for a long time, the only country to have put this major and radi-
cal dissociation into operation.”16

In the XIX century, the church switched to the fight against Eu-
ropean liberalism. “In the name of the rights of man, democracy, 
and the nation, partisans of the French revolution, republican-
ism, socialism, and Bismarck’s kulturkampf attacked the author-
ity of the Catholic Church, who, in response, clung to its medi-
eval doctrine and condemned the liberal sovereign state.”17 “From 
the late nineteenth to the mid-twentieth century, though, circles 
of Catholic intellectuals and Christian Democratic parties in Eu-
rope came to embrace what they saw as a friendlier liberalism that 
envisioned Catholicism to be neither established nor suppressed 
and that proclaimed religious freedom.”  18By the middle of the 
XX century, in taking this position at the Second Vatican Council 
(1962-1965), the Church “in fact preserved its censure of abso-
lute state sovereignty, rendering the state’s legitimacy as real but 
relative to a larger moral order to which the Church would now 
demand conformity from its differentiated position.”19  According 
to John Madeley, “throughout most of Europe for a century there-
after, growing tendencies towards religious dissent and pluralism 
continued to be held at bay, courtesy of the civil authorities, by 
means of discrimination in favor of the locally established con-
fessions, using the instrumentality of, variously, religious tests for 
public office, the provision or denial of public funding, the encour-
agement of religious-nationalist themes and in some countries the 
maintenance of oppressive systems of penal law […] and […] it is 
perhaps unsurprising then that Europe continues at the start of the 
third millennium of the Common Era to exhibit some of the marks 
of the age of the early-modern confessional state.”20

15 Ibid, p. 49.

16 Ibid, p.49.

17 Christopher Clark and Wolfram Kaiser, The European culture wars, in:  Culture Wars: Secular-
Catholic Conflict in Nineteenth-Century Europe, Christopher Clark & Wolfram Kaiser (eds.) 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press),2003, p.1-2.

18 Daniel Philpott, Explaining the Political Ambivalence of Religion, The American Political Science 
Review, Vol. 101, No. 3 (2007) p.509

19 J.Bryan Hehir, The Roman Catholic Church & World Order Issues: Ideas, Structures, & 
Relationships. (Harvard: Harvard University) , 2005, pp. 97-101.

20 John T.S. Madeley, Religion, State & Civil Society in Europe: Triangular Entanglements, ibid. p.49.
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Europe acquired religious tolerance through a series of 
bloody wars. It was a matter of survival for European 
nations, marked by the consciously adopted necessary 
decision that was normatively enshrined in the Peace of 
Westphalia in 1648, but not the result of an evolutionary 
development of European civilization. It is the perception 
of this historical model of tolerance, as imposed and in-
troduced from the outside, that explains why a number of 
European countries uphold constitutional legislation that 
is contrary to the principles of the secular state.

Normative regulation of the role of religion in the public 
sphere in European Union

The legislation of EU countries represents the range of 
models for state - religion relationships, from French “laïcité” 
(secular nature)21 to theocracy in the State of Vatican City22, 
which makes it difficult to provide an in-depth analyze here of 
the constitutional law of each country.23 Many options for the 
classification of this relationship have been proposed, but they 
all suffer from either excessive generalism24 or excessive speci-
fication25, which does not allow for the identification the essen-
tial characteristics that reveal the specific features of a particular 
group of countries.

It is possible to group these countries based on the principle pro-
posed by John Madeley. Using an index that characterizes the 
degree of secularity of the state, John Madeley made   a table that 
includes all the countries of Europe. The deviations are identi-
fied from batches of variables which code for (a) state support 
for one or more religions either officially or in practice, (b) state 
hostility towards religion, (c) comparative government treatment 
of different religions, including both benefits and restrictions, (d) 

21 J-P. Willaime, European Integration, Laicite & Religion, Religion, State & Society, Vol. 37, No. 
1-2  (2009), pp. 15-23.

22 Daniel P. Strouthes. Law & Politics. A Cross-Cultural Encyclopedia. (Santa Barbara : ABC-CLIO) 
,1995, p.259; Encyclopedia of Philosophy, Donald M. Borchert (Ed. in Chief) (New York: Thomson 
Gale) 2006, p.699

23 N. Doe, Towards a ‘Common Law’ on Religion in the European Union. Religion, State & Society. 
Vol. 37, No. 1-2, (2009), pp.147-166.

24 See, for example, L.Leustean, Challenges to Church-State Relations, in: Contemporary Europe: 
Introduction, Journal of Religion in Europe, Vol. 1, No.3 (2008), pp. 247-250. Religion & the State: 
A Comparative Sociology, Jack Barbalet, Adam Possamai & Bryan S. Turner (eds.) (London: Anthem 
Press, 2011), pp.159-160 ; J. Francis, The Evolving Regulatory Structure of European Church-State 
Relationships, Journal of Church & State, Vol. 34, No.4 (1992), p.800.)

25 See: Jonathan Fox, A World Survey of Religion & the State. (New York: Cambridge University 
Press) 
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government restrictions on the practice of religion by religious 
minorities, (e) government regulation of the majority religion, 
and (f) legislation of religious laws.26 This classification leads 
him to the conclusion that “it is notable that the lowest SRAS 
(Separation of Religion and State-L.A.) scores in Europe are to 
be found in the three countries with an Accommodationist, not 
a Separationist, type of state-religion regime – the two cases of 
Separationist regimes in fact score either moderately above the 
regional average SRAS in the case of France or in the case of 
Azerbaijan”. According to him: 

“by contrast with Separationism, Accommodationist 
regimes are described by Cole Durham as marked by 
a `benevolent neutrality toward religion` which does 
not however extend to direct financial subsidies or the 
requirement that religious education be provided in 
schools. In Western Europe the eight countries with 
the highest SRAS scores are, unsurprisingly, those 
with Official Religious regimes – or, in Cole Durham`s 
terms, those with Established Churches. In Eastern/
Central Europe only two cases of Official Religion are 
identified – Greece with its long-standing recognition 
of, and support for, the Greek Orthodox Church as `the 
prevailing religion` of the country and Armenia, the 
only post-Soviet state to opt for this type of state-re-
ligion regime”. Continuing the analysis, he concludes: 
“the other two types of regime occupy the central range 
of both columns with the Cooperationist type being on 
average lower in the 7 Western and the 10 East/Central 
European cases and the Endorsed Religion higher in 
the 2 Western and the 10 East/Central European cases 
on the SRAS loading; as these figures indicate, both 
types exhibit significant levels of deviation from full 
religion-state separation”.27 

When applied to the countries of the European Union, this clas-
sification works as follows:

1. Separationist type of state-religion regime. In the EU, France 
is an example of such a regime. Freedom of religion and belief 
is guaranteed by the constitution. Article 10 of the 1789 decla-
ration specifies that “no one shall be disquieted on account of 
his opinions, including his religious views, provided their mani-

26 John T.S. Madeley, ibid., p.53-56.

27ibid.p.62.
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festation does not disturb the public order established by law”. 
Article 1 of the 1958 constitution says that “France shall be an 
indivisible, secular, democratic, and social Republic. It shall en-
sure the equality of all citizens before the law, without distinction 
of origin, race or religion. It shall respect all beliefs. It shall be 
organized on a decentralized basis”. The laicité of the republic 
was enshrined in the law of separation between church and state 
of December 9, 1905. It is associated with the principle of equal-
ity of all citizens without distinction in relation to religion and 
liberty of conscience. On March 15, 2004 changes were made to 
the French Education Code prohibiting school staff and students 
from manifesting any religious symbols, including large crosses. 
In France, supporting religious communities is seen against the 
background of the “nationalization” of church property after the 
French Revolution. 

2. Accommodationist type of state-religion regime. The Nether-
lands and Estonia fall into this category. Here, the general law is 
secular, yet a degree of jurisdictional autonomy is granted to reli-
gious minorities, primarily in matters of personal status and edu-
cation.  In the Netherlands, the separation of church and state is 
assumed to be an unwritten principle of constitutional law, as the 
Basic Law keeps silent on this issue. In the middle of the nine-
teenth century, the Netherlands had a system of public educa-
tion imparting general Christian morals. Some stricter Protestant 
groups rejected this form of public education; Catholics were not 
satisfied, either. Therefore, these denominations started their own 
schools. In 1917, religious parties had achieved such influence 
in parliament that they managed to insert a provision into the 
Constitution to the effect that private schools have a right to state 
funding on par with schools in the public education sector. That 
is the main reason why in the Netherlands, the private education 
sector is so large. Nowadays, however, only in a small percent-
age of these private schools, does religion play a major role. As 
far as public education is concerned, the teaching of Christian 
morals has disappeared and been replaced by an openness to dif-
ferent religions and philosophies of life.28

3. Endorsed type of state-religion regime. These countries are 
Ireland, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Bulgaria, and Croatia. This 
group of states makes references to a particular religion on a 
constitutional or legislative level, without providing any legal 
preferences, or the ability of the state to support all religious be-

28 Stephen V. Monsma & J. Christopher Soper, The Challenge of Pluralism: Church & State in Five 
Democracies (Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc.), 2009 , pp.51-92
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liefs in general. Ireland has traditionally had a strong Catholic 
tradition, alongside  a long history of religious conflict with the 
Church of England, which in Northern Ireland has only recently 
emerged from its most acute phase. According to the Constitu-
tion, the Irish State acknowledges that the homage of public wor-
ship is due to Almighty God; it shall hold His Name in reverence, 
and shall respect and honor Christian religion (Article 44.1). 
The State guarantees that it will not endow any religion (Article 
44.2.1). Legislation providing State aid for schools shall not dis-
criminate between schools under the management of different 
religious denominations, nor be such as to affect prejudicially the 
right of any child to attend a school receiving public money with-
out attending religious instruction at that school (Article 44.iii). 
At the same time, blasphemy is declared an offence (Article 
40.6.1.iii.i.). The Constitution has been amended follow a ref-
erendum held in 1995, whereby Article 41.3.2, prohibiting di-
vorce, was abolished.

In accordance with Article 13 of the Constitution of Bulgaria, 
“The Eastern Orthodox religion is the traditional religion of the 
Republic of Bulgaria”. The Constitution of Poland stipulates that 
the relationship between the Republic of Poland and the Roman 
Catholic Church shall be determined by international treaty con-
cluded with the Holy See (Art. 25). According to Article 29.5 of 
the Constitution of Romania, religious cults shall be autonomous 
from the State and shall enjoy State support, including the facili-
tation of religious assistance in the army, in hospitals, prisons, 
homes and orphanages. In 2011, Romanian President put a veto 
on a draft law on the partnership between Church and State, ad-
opted by Parliament on March 8 and providing state funding to 
80 percent of the charitable activities of the Church.29

4. Cooperationist type of state-religion regime. This group of 
States, which provides for the possibility of cooperation with reli-
gious organizations through legislation, is the largest. This group 
includes Germany, Belgium, Latvia, Lithuania, Austria, Czech Re-
public, Hungary, Slovakia, Slovenia, Cyprus, Luxembourg, Swe-
den, Italy, and Spain.  Two features of this constitutional regulation 
are distinct: firstly, their Constitutions generally recognize religion 
as a positive social phenomenon, which means that religion as 
such is assessed as a useful component of social life. Secondly, 
the government undertakes to maintain appropriate relations of co-
operation with the respective confessions. Germany constitutes a 
particularly important and representative case.
29 See: http://www.cnlnews.tv/2011/04/12/rumania/
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The principle of separation between church and state was pro-
claimed in Germany after World War I with the adoption of the 
new Constitution, known as the “Weimar”, in 1919. However, 
this separation was not absolute as in France, and was a “lame 
division” or harmonious division, in the definition of the famous 
German lawyer Ulrich Stutz.30 The Constitution of Germany is 
addressed to God: “The German people, realizing its responsibil-
ity to God and people, inspired by the desire as an equal partner 
in a united Europe, to serve to universal peace on the basis of 
its constitutive power, adopted this Basic Law”. The Constitu-
tion guarantees that “Freedom of faith and of conscience, and 
freedom to profess a religious or philosophical creed, shall be 
inviolable. The undisturbed practice of religion shall be guaran-
teed” (Article 4) and thus, the Basic Law does not formally bind 
State with any of the confessions. Under the German Constitu-
tion, “Religious instruction shall form part of the regular curricu-
lum in state schools, with the exception of non-denominational 
schools. Without prejudice to the state`s right of supervision, re-
ligious instruction shall be given in accordance with the tenets 
of the religious community concerned (Article 7.3). Case law of 
the Constitutional Court shows that voluntary   supra-denomi-
national school prayers are allowed.31 The whole education may 
also be colored by Christian culture (“christlich-abendländische 
Kultur”).32 Moreover, the government, in certain circumstances, 
is obliged to support private schools with a religious background, 
if their quality is similar to the quality of public schools.33 

In Germany, church taxes are collected by the state authorities by 
subtracting them from net income. Religious organizations pay a 
special fee to the Government for this. The amount of tax is de-
termined by the churches.34 All religious organizations registered 

30 History of the Church: The Church in the Modern Age, vol. 10. Hubert Jedin  &  John Dolan (eds.), 
(New York: Crossroad Publishing Co.), 1980, p.194.

31 Bundesverfassungsgericht (Federal Constitutional Court) 16 October 1979, E 52, 223.

32 Bundesverfassungsgericht, 17 December 1975, E 41, 29.

33 Bundesverfassungsgericht, 9 March 1994, E 90, 107.

34 Church taxation also exists in other EU countries. In Denmark, citizens belonging to the Lutheran 
church pay taxes (12 percent) in its favor. In Finland, the Lutheran church has the right to collect 
church tax, which is deducted from the income of religious citizens. Sweden abolished the mandatory 
tax on the Lutheran Church; Lutherans only pay a fee for baptism. According to Article 2 of the Act 
of May 4, 2000 “On payments, registered religious organizations” put the church tax, which is paid 
only by believers. The eight most significant religious organizations have a right to part of the income 
tax. In Spain, the citizens can choose to transfer the 0.5% income tax on the Catholic Church or one 
of the religious organizations which have concluded a concordat with the state. In Italy, citizens have 
the right to choose which organization (one of the recognized confessions having a concordat with 
the state, or a charitable organization) will receive 0.8% of their income tax. Austria and Switzerland 
have a system of church taxes made   available to the leadership of recognized religious organizations 
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as a “corporation under public law” are exempted from taxes and 
enjoy two rights, which in some cases is the prerogative of the 
Bundesland35 to levy taxes and to teach the fundamentals of reli-
gion in schools. These privileges date back to the Weimar Con-
stitution of 1919 (Article 137) and are preserved in the postwar 
German Constitution (Art. 140). However, there are a number 
of requirements for religious organization (including loyalty to 
the state), in order to obtain the right to the status of “public law 
corporation”, whereby they have the right to organize themselves 
freely (including permission to collect taxes and to apply their 
own labor law), under the precondition that neither the German 
constitution nor positive laws are violated. Critics of the German 
system of “State-Church” Law argue that this system favors ma-
jor religious groups while staying hostile towards minorities.36 

The Christian church also receives additional subsidies from the 
state as compensation for nationalized church plots by the Ger-
man nation in 1803 with the collapse of the Holy Roman Empire.

In understanding the specifics of the сooperationist type of state-
religion regime the case of professor Hartmut Zappa is illustra-
tive. In 2007, he announced his withdrawal from the Catholic 
Church as a “public corporation” and refused to pay church tax, 
which amounts to 8 percent of income tax. However, he declared 
that he would remain a member of the Catholic Church as a “re-
ligious community of believers.”  Zapp pointed to unauthorized 
mixing of the Church as a community of believers, and the state 
as a tax collector. He also asserted that the decision of the Confer-
ence of Catholic Bishops of Germany, according to which those 
who do not pay church tax are automatically excommunicated, 
is contrary to the position of the Vatican. Zapp was referring to 
Pope Benedict XVI, who talked about voluntary, not mandatory 
payment of the church tax.37 In 2007 the Court of First Instance 
made an award in favor of Hartmut Zappa. However, in 2010 the 
Supreme Administrative Court of Baden-Wuerttemberg found 
that it was impossible to maintain membership of the Catholic 
Church without paying church tax: “The law requires that those 

to spend at their own discretion. In Estonia, the church, parish and Union of parishes are allowed to 
charge their members dues, to the order established by the statutes under state control (Articles 25 and 
26 of the Act of February 27, 2002 “On the churches and parishes”). Jonathan Fox., A World Survey of 
Religion & the State. (Cambridge :Cambridge University Press), 2008, рр.115-126.

35 Germany is made up of 16 Bundesländer, the partly sovereign constituent states of the Federal 
Republic of Germany.

36 Michael Moxter. Religion in the Legal Sphere. in: Religion in the Public Sphere. Proceedings of 
the 2010 Conference of the European Society for Philosophy of Religion (Ars Disput&i, Supplement 
Series, nr. 5) Niek Brunsveld & Roger Trigg (eds.),( Ars Disput&i, Utrecht), 2011, p.41

37 Pope Benedict XVI, «The formal act of defection from the Catholic Church», 13 March 2006.  
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who decided to leave the Church, unambiguous statements, ex-
cluding any conditions and reservations. The one, who limits his 
withdrawal from the Church, just as from the “public law corpo-
ration” with the intent to remain at the same as a member does 
not fulfill the requirements of the law.”38

John Madeley placed Spain in the group of states with an official 
state religion that is not quite true.39 In 1978, the reference to 
Catholicism as the state religion was excluded from the Constitu-
tion of Spain. Nevertheless, the Concordat of 1979, signed with 
the Vatican – rather than with local bishops - entails close col-
laboration between the Catholic Church and the state. Taxpayers 
can voluntarily pay the tax (0.5% of their income) to the church 
(Catholic only); moreover, the state additionally allocates funds 
to church, including on religious education in state schools, chap-
lains in the army and hospitals, etc. In 1992, concordats were 
signed with representatives of the Protestants, Jews and Muslims 
(each side was represented by one local organization).40 Reli-
gious organizations, except Catholic dioceses and parishes, are 
registered to receive benefits. For example, the Catholic Church 
has the right to religious instruction in state schools, while sala-
ries for teachers of religion have been paid by the state since 
1996. Spain also legally recognizes civil marriages contracted 
according to church canons, Institute of Catholic military chap-
lains integrated in the Spanish army, etc.

5. Official religion type of state-religion regime. The position of 
a specific religion as the state religion is enshrined in the Con-
stitutions of Great Britain, Andorra, Malta, Denmark, Iceland, 
Greece, Liechtenstein, Norway and Finland. In Constitutions of 
Great Britain, Denmark and Norway, unlike in other countries 
of this group, the head of state-monarch is also the head of the 
church. The possibility of delegating religious representational 
functions to another person if the head of state defects to another 
religion, for example, Catholicism, is not stipulated. Although 
on formal grounds John Madeley attributed all these countries to 
the same group, but these countries differ significantly in terms 
of the impact of the related provisions of the Constitution upon 
the other legislation. Thus they can be divided into the following 
subgroups:  

38 Voice of Reason. The Journal of Americans for Religious Liberty, No. 4 (2009), р. 15  

39 John T.S. Madeley, ibid, p.55

40 Jonathan Fox, ibid, pp.127-128
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a) A weak form of religious establishment. According 
a specific religion the status of the state religion in the 
Constitutions of Andorra, Denmark, Iceland, Liechten-
stein, Norway, Finland is in fact a constitutional fic-
tion. An evident case in point is the designation of the 
Evangelical Lutheran Church as the “state church” in 
Norway, Denmark, Finland, and Iceland—arguably 
some of Europe`s most liberal and progressive polities. 
Norway`s head of state, for example, is also the leader 
of the state church. Article 2 of the Norwegian Consti-
tution guarantees freedom of religion, but also states 
that Evangelical Lutheranism is the official state reli-
gion. Article 12 requires more than half of the members 
of the Norwegian Council of State to be members of 
the state church. In Liechtenstein religion is also used 
to legitimize the power of the head of state. The Consti-
tution of the Principality begins with the words: “We, 
Johann II, sovereign Reigning Prince of Liechten-
stein…, by the Grace of God”. According to Article 37 
of the Constitution of Liechtenstein the Roman Catho-
lic Church is the National Church and as such shall en-
joy the full protection of the State; other denominations 
shall be entitled to practice their creeds and to hold re-
ligious services within the limits of morality and public 
order. Co-rulers of the Principality of Andorra are “in 
their personal and exclusive right, the Bishop of Urgell 
and the President of the French Republic” (Article 43 
of the Constitution).

b) A moderate form of religious establishment. The sec-
ond subgroup includes the United Kingdom and Malta. 
The Church of England is represented at the highest 
levels of the British state, including in the British Par-
liament, where 26 seats in the House of Lords are held 
by representatives of the Church of England. As a re-
sult of Queen Elizabeth I`s Act of Supremacy 1558, the 
monarch is still the supreme governor of the Church. 
Upon accession to the throne, the new sovereign swears 
an oath confirming his or her allegiance to the Protes-
tant faith and vowing to uphold the Protestant succes-
sion as required by the Act of Settlement. As head of the 
Church, the monarch has power over the appointment 
of bishops, but just as the monarch`s powers as head of 
state are subject to convention; similarly the appoint-
ment power is exercised on the advice of the Prime 
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Minister. The Prime Minister receives two names from 
the Church and selects one to forward to the Palace. 
The monarch also retains the power of convening the 
ancient Convocations of Canterbury and York, though, 
as shall be seen in the next section, their significance in 
the governance of the Church has largely been super-
seded by the General Synod.41According to the Church 
of England Assembly (Powers) Act 1919, the Church 
secured greater practical autonomy through use of de-
volved legislative power. The Act created a body to 
be known as the National Assembly, which built sub-
stantially upon the structure of the convocations. After 
1969, the Assembly was replaced by the General Syn-
od, which retained most of the features of the former 
body, but also absorbed the two convocations which 
transferred much of their power to it.  Under section 3 
(6) of the 1919 Act, the National Assembly was grant-
ed power to make laws to be known as `measures` on 
`any matter concerning the Church of England`.42 The 
measure must then be accepted or rejected by Parlia-
ment—no amendment is possible under the terms of 
the 1919 Act. The measure has the status of an Act of 
Parliament once it has been approved by both houses 
and received royal assent. The most notorious example 
of a measure being derailed by a House of Parliament is 
the refusal by the Commons to approve changes to the 
Book of Common Prayer in 1928, though there have 
been others in more recent times.43 Today, the Church 
of England`s court system remains connected to that of 
the state through, above all else, the fact that the eccle-
siastical law which is administered in those courts is 
part of the fabric of English law comprised of statutory 
instruments and common law. No other church has its 
matters of internal governance backed by the authority 
of the laws of the state and administered by judicial 
bodies germane to itself alone. Consequently, it should 
not surprise us that it is possible to be punished for con-
tempt of an ecclesiastical court. 

Such close interweaving of the secular and ecclesi-

41 Andrew Lynch, The constitutional significance of the Church of England, in: Law & Religion, Peter 
Radan, Denise Meyerson, Rosalind F. Atherton (eds.) (Taylor & Francis), 2004, p.166

42 Ibid p.167

43 Ibid p.168

202

Caucasus International



astical authorities does not exist in Malta, where the 
proclamation of Catholicism as the state religion is not 
quite formal. According to Part 1 of Article 2 of the 
Constitution of Malta “The religion of Malta is the Ro-
man Catholic Apostolic Religion”. At the same time, 
the primacy of Catholicism in the field of morality and 
rectitude is constitutionally enshrined: “The authorities 
of the Roman Catholic Apostolic Church have the duty 
and the right to teach which principles are right and 
which are wrong”. Accordingly, “Religious teaching of 
the Roman Catholic Apostolic Faith shall be provided 
in all State schools as part of compulsory education”.

c) The strong form of religious establishment. The third 
subgroup could include Greece. According to Article 
1(3) of the Constitution of Greece, “The prevailing re-
ligion in Greece is that of the Eastern Orthodox Church 
of Christ. The Orthodox Church of Greece, acknowl-
edging our Lord Jesus Christ as its head, is inseparably 
united in doctrine with the Great Church of Christ in 
Constantinople and with every other Church of Christ 
of the same doctrine, observing unwaveringly, as they 
do, the holy apostolic and synodal canons and sacred 
traditions”. The Constitution of Greece, along with the 
recognition of Orthodoxy as a main religion, regulates 
issues related to the field of traditional theology: “The 
text of the Holy Scripture shall be maintained unal-
tered. Official translation of the text into any other form 
of language, without prior sanction by the Autocepha-
lous Church of Greece and the Great Church of Christ 
in Constantinople, is prohibited” (Article 3.3). More-
over, in accordance with paragraph 2 of Article 13 of 
the Constitution of Greece, proselytism is prohibited. 
Proselytism was declared a criminal offense during the 
Metaxas regime (1936-1940) in accordance with the 
law of 1938. In 1939, the law was amended, providing 
clarification of the term proselytism. 

In the same sense Mount Athos (Aghion Oros) pro-
vides a wonderful example. Its autonomy is recognized 
by the Constitution of Greece as Orthodox (Article 
105). Its special status is recognized in the Joint Dec-
laration of state parties of the European Community 
at the time of accession of Greece to this Community 
(1979). These countries, emphasizing that the special 
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status granted to Mount Athos under the constitution, 
dictated by the spiritual and religious considerations, 
oblige Community to comply with its “in incarnation 
and further development of provisions of Community 
law, especially in regard to customs and tax privileg-
es and the right to residence and economic activity”. 
Moreover, it is forbidden to form associations, to pros-
elytize and disseminate religious and moral teachings 
on Mount Athos. Any commercial activity, which is not 
necessary to sustain life of monks, is illegal.44

The draft of the European Constitution: what next?

Aside from the countries included in the 1, 2 group and in 1 sub-
group of the 4th group, the constitutional norms in all other EU 
member States regulating the relationship between state and re-
ligion are not only historical tributes but also serve as effective 
legal tools to enable the State to interact positively with religious 
institutions. Moreover, as mentioned, this interaction is selective 
in most cases. Such a legal regime could be termed a regime 
of state religious favoritism, given that it is almost universally 
accepted that only specific religious organizations perform im-
portant public, and in some cases ideological, functions in the 
interests of the state. In European countries, these functions are 
fairly wide-ranging (school, spiritual solace in the army and pris-
on, family values, etc.). All of the above-mentioned states are 
completely secular and they can hardly be blamed for the culti-
vation of religious radicalism. However, rules that are contrary 
to the principles of secularism still present in the constitutional 
law of these countries. In the foreseeable future this situation is 
unlikely to change. In spite of decision by the European Court 
of Human Rights, Greece, in particular, does not intend to make 
changes to its Constitution on proselytism.45 The question arises: 
how does a preferential attitude of state to a particular religious 
confession differ from holding a more favorable attitude to a par-
ticular social, ethnic or racial group? Is the absence of negative 
discrimination (“freedom from” for all) in the presence of posi-
tive (“freedom for” for some) evidence of non-discrimination in 
general?

The Amsterdam Treaty Declaration on the status of churches 
and non-confessional organizations from October 2, 1997 states:  

44 Ch. К. Papastathis, The Status of Mount Athos in Hellenic Public Law, in: The Mount Athos & 
the European Community, (A.A.W.,  Thessalonica), 1993, p.55.

45 Ibid
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“The European Union respects and does not prejudice the sta-
tus under national law of churches and religious associations or 
communities in the Member States. The European Union equally 
respects the status of philosophical and non-confessional orga-
nizations.”   According to John Weiler, Article 22 of the Charter 
of Fundamental Rights of the EU could be pointing in the same 
direction, by stating in a rather general manner that “The Union 
shall respect cultural, religious and linguistic diversity”.46 How-
ever, the legislation of the European Union is rather secular. Ben-
oit Challand approaches the Churches-EU theme with legalistic 
criteria, trying to identify the presence of religion in EU legisla-
tion. An analysis of nine fundamental treaties of the European 
Communities and the European Union leads him to conclude that 
“the question of religion is not a central topic at all in legal terms 
for Europe itself.” In these documents, the theme of religion 
appears only 15 times (in 755 pages). In almost all cases (14) 
it refers to the text of the European Constitution, including the 
European Charter of Fundamental Rights, which mentions reli-
gious freedom and non-discrimination on the basis of religion. 
This allows Challand to argue that “the collocation of Europe and 
religion is only a very recent construction”, and the increasing 
interest of the EU towards religion can be ascribed to pragmatic 
reasons, where the desire to separate itself from Islamic neigh-
bors (i.e. Turkey) plays a prominent role. The opinion of Valery 
Giscard d`Estaing (that Europe will lose its soul if it accepts a 
Muslim country) is a testimony to this.47

It the draft Constitution for Europe, it was noted in the Preamble 
that the people of Europe “are proud of their national identity and 
history” and “are determined to overcome their ancient divisions 
and, united more closely to determine their common destiny”. 
Thus, “being united in diversity” they will implement the project 
to make Europe a “special area of   human hope”.48 In addition, 
according to the original wording of the Preamble, the basis for 
this is the set of common “Judeo - Christian values”. This rather 
complicated document, which numbers 450 articles and about 
300 pages, was put to a referendum in 2004, where it was re-
jected by voters. 

46 J.H.H.Weiler. European Law of Religion - organizational & institutional analysis of national 
systems & their implications for the future European Integration Process. Available at http://www.
jeanmonnetprogram.org/papers/03/031301.pdf. 

47 S.  Mudrov, The Christian Churches as Special Participants in European Integration, Journal of 
Contemporary European Research. Vol. 7, No.3, (2011). p.365,

48 Treaty establishing a Constitution for Europe. Official Journal of the European Union. Vol. 47. 
(2004).
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The architects of this project should have anticipated that most 
European citizens, who voted against the draft of the European 
Constitution, would still be too proud of their national identity 
and history, while others might be skeptical or indifferent to-
ward European aspirations, and thus that a common set of “Ju-
deo - Christian” values would fail   as a supranational identifica-
tion principle. As a matter of fact, this is just an attempt to build 
identity in the European Community, not government policy of 
religious discrimination. Nonetheless it reveals a tendency that 
could lead to such a situation.. As Cvijic and Zucca note, the 
“claim that the liberal ideal derives directly from Christian phi-
losophy and that it is accordingly illogical that the Preamble of 
the European Constitution invokes humanist values but refuses 
to make a direct allusion to Christian values, fails to give due 
recognition to the full picture of the relationship between human-
ism and Christianity”.58 According to Charles Taylor, if to try to 
identify Europe constitutionally through “Judeo - Christian” Eu-
ropean values   in the understanding of fundamental human rights, 
which “need to be connected to a deep past, we are forced to face 
how conflicted this past is, and how much we rely on different 
partisan readings of it, e.g., human rights as the fruit of Christi-
anity versus human rights as won in heroic struggle against the 
reactionary obscurantism of the Church”.49

However, it is unclear why is there an approach to human rights 
not through international regulations, but through religion, which 
often does creates not unity but rather divisions. With the same 
success it would be possible to refer to the Roman-Germanic, 
Anglo-Saxon values. The debate over the possible inclusion of 
Europe`s Christian heritage in the preamble of the Europe con-
stitution as opposed to a more universalist outlook has for years 
marred the constitutionalization process. It is hard not to see the 
strong symbolic, foundational religious motifs embedded in such 
constitutional visions.50

Conclusion

Aside from France, none of EU countries protects the legal equal-
ity of all religions. Instead, the doctrine of tolerance is intro-
duced, which is a sociological concept that has no legal content. 

49 Charles Taylor, Religion and European Integration, in: Religion in the New Europe, Krzysztof 
Michalski (ed.)  (Budapest: Central European University Press), 2006 p.13.

50 Ran Hirschl, Constitutional Theocracy (Harvard University Press), 2010, p.209
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Under these conditions, the emergence of religion-based “first-
class citizens”, who must be tolerant towards those with different 
beliefs, seems inevitable. The equal attitude of the state to all 
confessions, is as important as the equal treatment of all ethnic 
groups. Otherwise, it violates the general principle of citizenship. 
In the words of George Orwell, it creates a situation where some 
citizens are “more equal than others”.51

The experience of the European Constitution demonstrated that 
even “sleeping” regulatory norms of religious favoritism can 
be artificially resuscitated. It is possible that in certain circum-
stances they can activate processes contributing to the realization 
of Samuel Hattington’s darkest prophecies.65 Despite the active 
cooperation of European countries with religious institutions, 
some authors believe that such cooperation is insufficient and 
that “today, Europe is viewed by many as the most secular, non-
religious place on Earth. Religious observance and identification 
has plummeted among white Europeans, and many churches fear 
the total disappearance of Christianity in Europe”.52 However, 
the sociological surveys demonstrate the growth of religiosity in 
Europe.53 

Thus what is the European alternative? The alternative ought to 
be sought in history of Europe - not in the concept of Christian 
Nationhood, but in the philosophy of the Enlightenment. “All 
justice comes from God, who is its sole source; but if we knew 
how to receive so high an inspiration, we should need neither 
government nor laws”, wrote Jean-Jacques Rousseau.54 It is about 
civil religion. The concept of civil religion has its origins in the 
eighteenth century, when it was first posited by Rousseau. He 
believed that every society needed “a profession of faith which 
is purely civil “in order to integrate members into society”. He 
saw religion as unrealizable in its pure form, a cause of conflict, 
and a support for absolute power. His civic religion, in contrast, 
is designed to unite the citizens in loyalty, and to establish respect 
51 George Orwell, Animal Farm (1945).

52 Natalie Goldstein, Religion & The State (Global Issues), (New York: Infobase Publishing), 2010, 
p.133

53 P. Achterberg, A Christian cancellation of the secularist truce? Waning Christian religiosity & 
waxing religious deprivatization in the West. Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, Vol.48  No 4 
(2009). p.689; John T.S. Madeley Religion, State & Civil Society in Europe: Triangular Entanglements 
– Religion & Civil Society in Europe, Joep de Hart, Paul Dekker, Loek Halman (eds.), (Springer), 
2013, p.49; J. T. S. Madeley, America’s secular state & the unsecular state of Europe. In R. Fatton & 
R. Ramazami (Eds.), Thomas Jefferson’s church-state separation principle in the contemporary world 
(New York/London: Palgrave), 2009, pp. 109 –136

54 Jean-Jacques Rousseau. The Social Contract & Discourses, G.D.H. Cole ed., (Everyman’s Library 
pub.), 1993, p.210
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for the state and laws.55  In the understanding of American soci-
ologists, “In practice, the idea of civic religion may justify the 
kinds of collective ritual and honor that are given, for example 
to the Constitution of the United States and to commemorations 
of dead heroes and leaders in the Pantheon”.56 It is possible to 
attribute here a profound faith in the national exclusiveness and 
messianic mission of the American nation. However, “[t]his is 
less a matter of deep beliefs than a symbol of political unity and 
respect for political institutions of the polity. Such modern exam-
ples tend to have political institutions or the nation as the focus 
of respect, but another approach focuses on creating identifica-
tion more directly among otherwise diverse citizens by providing 
common experiences and reference points. This may emphasize 
the value of public occasions and spaces set aside to foster inter-
action in joint activities, and lay the ground for purely political 
engagement with one another”.57

It is not obvious what civil religion could possibly look like in 
Europe, which is what this paper has sought to explore. The 
practice of civil religion practice in Azerbaijan may constitute 
a model. It provides equal conditions for all confessions and 
ethnic groups, fostering a sense of common historical destiny. It 
provides a common, non-religious morality, including a sense of 
honor, mutual respect and dignity; it entails the presence of moral 
obligations that cannot be expressed in a material calculus, and 
finally it relies on family values. It can be stated that civil religion 
as a self-identification component of society is the quintessential 
experience of the long-term co-existence of people of ethnic and 
religious communities. Hence, for some EU countries, Azerbai-
jan’s experiences in institutionalizing respect for religious plural-
ism could be interesting to consider.  

55 Inger Furseth, An introduction to the sociology of religion: classical & contemporary perspectives  
(Ashgate pub.), 2006, p.103

56 Iseult Honohan, Civic Republicanism, (Taylor & Francis pub.), 2002, p.176.

57 Ibid
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