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Introduction

Following receipt of an invitation sent by Mr Ogtay ASADOV, Chairman of the Milli 
Mejlis (Parliament) of the Republic of Azerbaijan, to the European Parliament (EP) on 
11 September 2008, the EP Conference of Presidents authorised, on 18 September 2008, 
an election observation delegation to monitor the presidential elections in Azerbaijan 
scheduled for the 15 October 2008.  The delegation comprised seven Members of the 
European Parliament, nominated by four political groups, and three members of staff.

The Members were appointed by the political groups as follows: Mr. Arpad DUKA-
ZOLYOMI (EPP-ED, Slovakia), Mr. Alojz PETERLE (EPP-ED, Slovenia), Mrs. 
Gabriele STAUNER (EPP-ED, Germany), Mr. Robert EVANS (PSE, United 
Kingdom), Mr. Evgeni KIRILOV (PSE, Bulgaria), Mr. Adam BIELAN (UEN, Poland), 
and Mrs. Marie Anne ISLER BÉGUIN (Greens/ALE, France).

During the constituent and preparatory meeting of the Azerbaijan presidential election 
observation delegation, held on 7 October 2008, Mrs Marie Anne ISLER BÉGUIN was 
elected chairperson of the delegation by Members of the European Parliament 
delegation present.  The Commission representative, Mr. BUSINI, briefed the 
delegation on the electoral and political situation in Azerbaijan.  The draft programme 
for the mission was confirmed, as well as the deployment of the delegation in four 
teams, two observing from the capital Baku, and one in each of Sumgayit and 
Sabunchu, both a short distance from Baku.

As is usual in the OSCE area, the European Parliament delegation formed part of the 
joint International Election Observation Mission (IEOM) that also comprised the 
Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe (PACE), chaired by Mr. Andres 
HERKEL (EPP-ED, Estonia), and the OSCE Office for Democratic Institutions and 
Human Rights (OSCE/ODIHR), headed by Ambassador Mr. Boris FRLEC (Slovenia).
The OSCE/ODIHR team consisted of a 12-member core team based in Baku, 28 long-
term observers deployed on 9 September to 11 regional locations, and 450 short-term 
observers deployed throughout the country for Election Day.  The PACE team consisted 
of 26 national Members of Parliament.  

Other observation groups present included a Commonwealth of Independent States 
(CIS) mission, and a separate mission from the European Union on special invitation 
from the Azerbaijan government, consisting of a number of MEPs and Committee of 
the Regions (CoR) representatives.  A large number of domestic and foreign NGOs 
were also present, including ten thousand domestic election observers.  It should be 
noted that the Centre for Monitoring of Elections (EMC), a prominent election-
monitoring NGO which had its offices in Baku shut down earlier this year, was not 
permitted to observe the election in its organisational capacity, although its members 
received accreditation to observe in an individual capacity.

Historical Context

Since its 1991 independence, Azerbaijan, like many ex-Soviet states, has not fully shed 
the Communist nomenclature of old, and the root of incumbent president Ilham Aliyev's 
power, and that of his Yeni Azerbaijan Party (YAP), is dynastic. His father Heydar 
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Aliyev, the previous president and a former Soviet mainstay, altered the constitution for 
his son's presidential eligibility in a 2003 election.
  
Heydar Aliyev revived his power in post-independence Azerbaijan in 1993, following a 
military rising by Colonel Suret Huseynov against the then democratically elected 
president, Abulfaz Elcibay, whom Heydar Aliyev officially deposed by referendum.
Elcibay had poorly handled the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict, which began pre-1991, and 
escalated to a war with Armenia, in which Azerbaijan lost 16% of its territory, and had 
to accommodate some 800,000 refugees (IDPs) from the displaced region by the end of 
hostilities in 1994. 

The conflict, which remains 'frozen', has led to widespread belief amongst Azeris that a 
strong hand of leadership is crucial to the economic, political and territorial stability of 
the country. This is part-demonstrated and part-justified by Heydar Aliyev's successive 
election as president in 1993 and 1998, with official voter majorities of 98% and 76% 
respectively, before 'opening the door' for his son as his own health deteriorated.

Ilham Aliyev was elected to his first five-year term in 2003, gathering 77% of the vote.  
Accusations of electoral fraud and the seemingly hereditary nature of the power-transfer 
led to widespread demonstrations, with at least four deaths and 625 arrests as a 
consequence. The 2005 parliamentary election turnout was 47%, an indication of public 
political apathy. Those elected to parliament included the president's wife, Mehriban 
Aliyeva, and uncle, Jalal Aliyev, while elected opposition candidates refused to take 
their seats in protest at the Parliament's lack of legitimacy.  Both elections received 
criticism from international governmental and non-governmental organisations.

Political Context

The presidential elections that took place on October 15, 2008 signified an indubitable 
decision for continuity from the people of the hydrocarbon-rich country, whose 
appointment of incumbent Ilham Aliev by a landslide victory was lent huge 
comparative credibility by pre-election reform of both electoral law and process, the 
presence of a huge number of election observers, and an absence of the widespread 
protests against the ruling YAP that characterised the outcomes of the 2005 
Parliamentary, and 2003 Presidential, elections.

Despite the presence of six other presidential candidates, the political atmosphere in the 
run-up to the election was static, with little public debate or fervent campaigning visible 
in the media or on the ground, and its result framed the lack of real political choice 
made available to the electorate. Although this is due in large part to the opposition's 
boycott, the candidates that did run were either extremely weak, or unknown figures
who were numerically filling the pluralistic void. 

These elections took place with no reported unrest and few electoral infringements.  
There were numerous reforms to the Electoral Code in line with OSCE and Council of 
Europe commitments and standards, such as the inking of voters, more transparency of 
voter lists, and the prohibition of government interference in the election process.  
However, other recommended changes, with regard to candidate registration, media 
coverage, press freedom, the complaints and appeals procedure, and reform of the CEC 
structure, were not met.  While most electoral legislation changes were implemented 
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(including novel live webcasts from polling stations), these should be seen against the 
backdrop of uncompetitive political safety for President Aliyev, underlined by his 
decision not to campaign in person.  One interesting reform was the reduction in the 
campaign period from 60 to 28 days, an odd change given the anonymity of most 
candidates.

Despite having the world's highest economic growth rate (approx. 30%), real income 
growth is mostly eaten up by inflation (approx. 25%). Abuses of political, judicial and 
legislative power, in addition to the extensive ministerial corruption and nepotism that is 
enabled by the country's resource wealth, potentially threaten socio-political stability.  
In spite of reforms to government social policy, and attempts at targeting inequality and 
corruption, Transparency International’s Corruption Perceptions Index (CPI) places 
Azerbaijan 158th out of 180 countries surveyed, which undermines its flattering and 
misleading Gini ratio, a standard measure of income equality, which places the country 
on par with the UK and New Zealand in this regard.

This election safeguards the security of Ilham Aliyev's presidency, granted by the 
strength of his victory, the opposition's weakness and containment, huge oil and gas 
revenues, and accommodating international declarations of President Aliyev's authority. 
The latter is assured by Azerbaijan's adherence to OSCE electoral standards, and its 
relative stability in a highly contested geo-strategic location.

Geo-Strategic Context 

As a geographic nexus between Europe, the Middle East, Russia and Central Asia, 
Azerbaijan sits at a meeting point of potentially pivotal opportunity and threat.  It shares 
borders with Armenia, with whom there remains the 'frozen' conflict over Nagorno-
Karabakh, as well as international giants Iran and Russia, which this summer invaded 
Georgia -another bordering nation.  Add to this Azerbaijan's strong ethno-linguistically 
based relationship with Turkey, and its role as a major producer and transit point for oil 
and gas to both Europe and the Near East, and a sketch of the astonishing importance 
for regional stability Azerbaijan's so far successful diplomatic interplay, emerges.

The major threats to this stability are robust Armenian ties with Russia, which has a 
base in Armenian territory.  As increases in Azerbaijani capacity to send energy 
westward directly undermines Russian aims for European energy market supremacy -
and thus political leverage -coupled with the recent Russian willingness to use hard 
power to achieve these aims, it is conceivable that Moscow would, at the right time, 
exploit Nagorno-Karabakh as a strategic trump card.  From an EU perspective, security 
of energy supply from Azerbaijan can be aided by two existing means. The first is 
fostering stronger ties and integration with Turkey, which could play an indispensable 
role in Nagorno-Karabakh mediation, and provide a powerful regional counterweight to 
Russia, and to a lesser extent Iran.  The second is to support reform for even greater 
public representation in Azerbaijan governance and civil society to ward off internal 
instability.  The possibility that the democratic shortcomings of the Georgian 
government were central to the initiation of the South Ossetian crisis should also be 
noted.
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Voter Registration

The Central Election Commission (CEC), which manages the oversight of, and voter 
registration for, Azerbaijan's public elections, concluded its annual update of registered 
voters at the end of May this year, which totalled 4,761,710.  Only Precinct Election 
Commissions (PEC) -the localised representative arms of the CEC, of which there are 
5,150 -were entitled to add eligible voters to voter lists after the 20 September national 
legal deadline for registration. Numbers on these supplementary lists were low, 
signifying relative improvements in electoral transparency and organisation.

 Voters could apply for a 'de-registration voting card' allowing them to vote in a 
different locality than that for which they were registered, and polling stations were 
opened in the Azerbaijani embassies of 33 foreign countries.  Domestically, there were 
just over 5,300 polling stations operating in 125 constituencies, including those in 
military and detention facilities.

Candidate Registration

Presidential election regulations require that presidential candidates receive over half of 
votes cast for appointment to the 5-year term.  If no candidate achieves this, a second 
round is held between the two candidates who obtained the highest number of votes, 
with the majority-holder the winner. Candidates belonging to a political party can either 
be nominated by that party, or by themselves, and must also obtain at least 40,000 
registered voter signatures from a minimum of 60 constituencies to qualify for entry to 
the election. This condition was not met by three opposition candidates, whose 
applications were rejected by the Central Election Commission for apparent 
irregularities in their signature lists.  

The remaining seven nominated candidates comprise those who ran on Election Day:  
Ilham Aliyev of the Yeni Azerbaijan Party (YAP), Igbal Agazadeh, of the Azerbaijan 
Umid (Hope) Party, Fazil Gazanfaroglu of the Boyuk Gurulush (Great Creation) Party, 
Gudrat Hasanguliyev of the Azerbaijan Popular Front Party (APFP), Gulamhussein 
Alibayli, an independent, Fuad Aliyev of the Azerbaijan Liberal-Democrats Party 
(ALDP), and Hafiz Hajiyev of the Modern Musavat (Modern Equality) Party.  Any 
candidate who receives less than 3% of the vote must return the AZN 28,000 
(approximately €27,000) of campaign funds provided by the government. 

Regrettably, all major opposition parties that featured in previous elections decided to 
boycott this year's election. These are the Musavat ('Equality') Party, the Popular Front 
Party of Azerbaijan (PFPA), and the Azerbaijan Democratic Party (ADP). Their two 
figureheads, Isa Gambar (Musavat), who won 15% of the vote in 2003 -the highest 
official opposition support figure in any Aliyev-era election -chose not to run, as did 
Eldar Namazov, President of the Public Forum for Azerbaijan, and a former advisor to 
Heydar Aliyev.

The opposition cites recurrent government violations of the freedom of assembly and 
speech, state-endorsed violent repression, being crowded out of popular media, and the 
illegitimacy of the current government, as justification for the boycott.  The 
government's view is that the opposition is simply too weak, rudderless and indecisive 
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to field any leader, whether they form a coalition or not. Both are credible views, 
although the former might play some part in inducing the latter.

Media and Campaign environment 

The EP delegation in Azerbaijan did not witness vibrant political campaigning and 
lively competition between the various policy alternatives offered by candidates. The 
dominant coverage of the incumbent by the media, and instances of confluence of the 
ruling YAP party with official state structures did not help to create a level playing 
field. 

The campaign was low-key and attracted limited public interest. The only signs of a 
political campaign were posters of the candidates displayed on officially designated 
boards. In August, at the president's order, official portraits and billboards featuring him 
were removed throughout Azerbaijan. However, billboards depicting his father, Heydar 
Aliyev, sometimes together with the incumbent, remained posted in numerous locations. 
Prevalent public displays of quotations from late president Heydar Aliyev's speeches 
also remained. The incumbent benefitted from the well-organized structure and sizeable 
membership of his party all over the country. The other candidates conducted door-to-
door campaigning and small-scale events, with few campaign events evident in rural 
areas.

The overall media environment has allegedly deteriorated in recent years, in particular 
due to problems of media independence and the lack of pluralism in the broadcasting 
sector. Journalists criticizing the authorities are subject to criminal prosecution and civil 
lawsuits, physical assault, prison sentences and large fines. At the moment, at least three 
journalists are in jail.

The majority of electoral campaign coverage on TV was devoted to the activities of the 
state authorities, therefore benefiting the incumbent. The print media provided a more 
diverse range of views than television. Moreover, the electronic media was not very 
balanced in its coverage, thus limiting the electorate's possibility to make informed 
choices. The incumbent did not campaign in person and decided to send his authorized 
representatives to campaign for him, stating his wish to give the other candidates more 
chances of winning. The absence of the incumbent from public TV or radio debates 
lessened their political value for voters. However, the incumbent extensively toured the 
country in his official capacity, inaugurating new schools, roads, factories, etc. These 
visits were widely covered in the media, thereby blurring further the distinction between
Ilham Aliyev's official activities as current president, and his campaign coverage as a 
presidential candidate.

Changes to the Election Code were supposed to ensure that all candidates were allotted 
free airtime on Public (non-State) TV and radio, so as to create a fairer media 
environment for all candidates.  In addition, there were amendments banning State-
funded AzTV from conducting any political campaign, and three hour-long roundtable 
discussions amongst candidates were organised for broadcast on Public TV and radio 
every week.  However, little of the paid airtime for candidates was used, and during the 
roundtables there was not much discussion of either candidate's platforms or debate 
about social, political and economic issues. The ban limited AzTV only to explicit 
coverage and campaigning, and did not restrict the amount of airtime given to any 
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candidate in its other programming, so long as it was not directly supporting a 
presidential bid.  For example, 44% of  AzTV airtime was directly President Aliyev-
related (the figure is much higher for all Aliyev family-related news), and 69% of direct 
speech allocation involved Ilham Aliyev, according to a Reporters Without Borders 
report.  

Also noted in the report was a total lack of coverage of the boycotting opposition, and 
very little in either print or televised media about any of the other presidential 
candidates. Topics that might induce nationalism, or promote the success of government 
policy, such as the Armenian occupation, economic development, and activities of 
President Aliyev and the First Lady, dominated the media in the weeks prior to the 
election.

Election Results Summary

The incumbent Ilham Aliyev and his Yeni Azerbaijan Party (YAP), won the 15 October 
2008 presidential elections by an overwhelming majority, acquiring 88.6% of the vote 
at an official turnout level of 75.6% out of approximately 4.8 million registered voters.  
Support for all other candidates in the election was paltry, with none acquiring more 
than 3% of the vote.  

The results of the election 'opposition' are as follows, in descending order: Igbal 
Agazadeh, of the Azerbaijan Umid (Hope) Party, with 2.9%; Fazil Gazanfaroglu of the 
Boyuk Gurulush (Great Creation) Party, with 2.5%; Gudrat Hasanguliyev of the 
Azerbaijan Popular Front Party (APFP), with 2.3%; Gulamhussein Alibayli, an 
independent, with 2.2%; Fuad Aliyev of the Azerbaijan Liberal-Democrats Party 
(ALDP), with 0.78%; Hafiz Hajiyev of the Modern Musavat (Modern Equality) Party, 
with 0.65%.  As no candidates outside of the incumbent secured 3% of the vote, they 
are all legally required to return the campaign funding provided by the government.

The results of eight polling stations, worth a total of approximately 58,000 votes, were 
nullified (as of 21 October) by the Central Election Commission, as a result of apparent 
breach of election protocol.  While the elections passed without major incident, there 
were major shortcomings in the fairness of pre-election media, the clear lack of 
plurality, and the refusal to give the boycotting opposition approval for holding a 
sanctioned 'outdoor meeting' in Baku.

Election Day

Election day was calm and peaceful. The turnout was much higher than expected and 
compared to previous elections: 75.6%.

Voting day was generally viewed positively and described as marking considerable 
progress by IEOM. The assessment of the European Parliament delegation was rather 
similar: the elections were prepared and largely carried out smoothly. Overall, they were 
organized in an efficient manner. According to the IEOM's preliminary conclusions, the 
voting process was assessed as good or very good in 94% of polling stations visited. 
The understanding of procedure of PECs' and voters was positively assessed. 
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The delegation split into four teams as described in Annex C. The members of the 
delegation visited about 40 polling stations during the Election Day. The teams 
generally noted that the Election Day proceeded in an orderly manner. 

Overall the polling stations were well organised. Voting began on time in most polling 
stations observed. Domestic observers and party agents were generally present in the 
polling stations visited. Campaign signs were not seen in the vicinity of the polling 
stations in those areas visited by the delegation.

However our delegation experienced some shortcomings during the Election Day.  The 
EP teams to Binagadi, a suburb of Baku, and Subunchu, witnessed voting irregularities 
which concerned multiple identical signatures on voter lists and violations of secrecy of 
the vote.

On Election Day, the delegation chair was actively engaged in the drafting of the joint 
preliminary findings and conclusions and the joint press statement of the International 
Election Observation Mission. The Heads of the delegations met several times during 
the Election Day and on the following day in order to discuss their assessment of the 
election process. 

After very intense negotiations among the Heads of two parliamentary delegations and 
the Head of the ODIHR mission, an agreement was reached on the joint preliminary 
findings and conclusions, which were presented at the joint press conference in the late 
afternoon of 22 May 2008. 

The joint IEOM press release and the full summary of the findings of the Election 
Observation Mission are attached to this report (Annexes E and F).

The Counting and tabulation was assessed more negatively than voting.

Some conclusions

As a short term election observation delegation, the MEPs concentrated mainly on 
monitoring the proceedings of the Election Day. The elections made considerable 
progress toward meeting OSCE and Council of Europe commitments and other 
standards, but did not meet certain important commitments. The delegation considers 
that the substantial numbers of international election observers deployed in the country 
contributed greatly to enhancing the transparency of the whole election process.

The incumbent president of Azerbaijan, Ilham Aliyev, won 88.6% of the vote and with 
an unexpectedly high turnout, strengthened his position as the uncontested leader of 
Azerbaijan. The opposition boycotting these presidential elections underlined its 
weakness, incohesion, and lack of a charismatic leader who could have threatened or at 
least challenged the position of the incumbent president. 

In a presidential system such as Azerbaijan's political system, one could believe that the 
presidential elections represent the key elections in the country. However, bearing in 
mind the fact that these elections have not brought too much novelty to the political 
landscape in Azerbaijan, the parliamentary elections scheduled for 2010 could be more 
revealing if the traditional opposition would decide to participate and/or a third way in 
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Azeri politics could promise a real alternative.  From this point of view, the 
parliamentary elections could offer a much more precise snapshot of Azerbaijan's
political situation.

Lessons need to be drawn and learned from the various shortcomings in, and 
impediments to, the electoral process for the organization of future elections (the 
parliamentary elections in 2-years time). 

Amongst the essential conditions for a genuine and democratic electoral process are 
equal access to, and balanced coverage by, any state or publicly funded media, and 
equal access for candidates and political parties to state resources. The EP delegation 
considers that these essential conditions were not completely fulfilled. With the media 
biased in favour of the incumbent president, Ilham Aliyev, and the ruling YAP 
dominating the state apparatus and local administration, the election result was not 
surprising.

One of the most significant observations of this delegation was the overwhelming visual
presence of the incumbent president and his father, Heydar Aliyev, in public life.  
Furthermore, the domination of the personalities of the Aliyev father and son, and of the 
ruling party over the public sphere, as well as indirectly over the business sector, is a 
remnant of a "de facto" one party system that needs to evolve over time towards a 
proper multi-party system, reflecting all the principles of a pluralistic democratic 
society.

The role and visibility of the European Parliament's delegation was an issue, due to the 
parallel presence of two other unofficial European observation delegations. One group, 
which was called the "Election Delegation of the Members of the European Parliament 
and Committee of the Regions", included 3 MEPs, while the other consisted of national 
members of parliament from EU Member States. This could send mixed messages to 
the Azeri population, authorities and more generally to the international community, 
particularly if the evaluative methodology and views of these additional groups are 
inconsistent with those of the EP delegation, and its joint statement with PACE and 
ODIHR. It is crucial that the credibility, professionalism, and impartiality of European 
Parliament observation delegations are not put into question by such parallel, unofficial 
-and thus unrepresentative -missions. 

Recommendations for the future

 The European Parliament, through the Delegation to the EU-Azerbaijan
Parliamentary Cooperation Committee, is willing to continue to work closely, 
together with the newly elected leadership, towards further strengthening 
democracy and stability in Azerbaijan.

 Azerbaijan should move towards a true multi-party system; this implies a change 
towards a culture of pluralism notably in the media, and also greater public 
access to, and government support for, other parties at a grassroots level.

 Further improvements in the fundamental freedoms of speech and the media are 
needed, so as to stimulate the political debate that ensures greater representation 
of the needs of the public in government policy.
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 A reinforcement of the legal framework in order to have a stricter boundary 
between party and public resources.

 The financing of political parties should be more transparent.
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Annex C
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Annex E

Press release
Azerbaijan's presidential poll marked considerable 
progress, but did not meet all election commitments
BAKU, 16 October 2008 - Yesterday's presidential election in Azerbaijan marked 
considerable progress, but did not meet all of the country's international commitments, 
observers from the OSCE Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights 
(ODIHR), the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe (PACE) and the 
European Parliament (EP) concluded in a joint statement published today.

The election was conducted in a peaceful manner, but was characterized by a lack of 
robust competition and vibrant political discourse facilitated by the media, and thus did 
not reflect all principles of a meaningful and pluralistic democratic election. 
Regrettably, some opposition parties boycotted the election, citing longstanding 
obstacles. This further limited the scope for meaningful choice for the electorate.

"There were notable improvements in the conduct of this election, but additional efforts 
are necessary to meet crucial international commitments, especially those related to 
pluralism, the fairness of the campaign environment, and the media," said Ambassador 
Boris Frlec, Head of the OSCE/ODIHR election observation mission.

"While the voting day can be generally viewed positively and described as marking 
considerable progress, election observation is done against a broader background of 
human rights, democracy and the rule of law. In this connection, the issue of freedom of 
the media in Azerbaijan remains a source of further concern," said Andres Herkel, Head 
of the PACE delegation.

"According to our observations on election day, the elections were well prepared and 
largely carried out smoothly. However, a lack of genuine competition, due to the 
boycott of major opposition parties, and the absence of a real campaign have to be 
deeply deplored," said Marie Anne Isler Beguin, Head of the EP delegation.

The authorities made efforts to create more equitable conditions for candidates, and the 
election was organized in an overall efficient manner, although shortcomings were 
observed on election day, in particular during the crucial phase of the vote count and 
tabulation. The observers noted that the campaign was generally low-key, with the 
incumbent not campaigning personally, and other candidates commanding little 
apparent public support. The Central Election Commission has reported a high turnout 
of 75 per cent.

http://www.osce.org/
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The International Election Observation Mission comprises a total of some 440 observers 
from 43 countries, including 45 long-term and some 340 short-term observers deployed 
by the OSCE/ODIHR, as well as 31 parliamentarians and staff from PACE, and 10 from 
the EP.

For further information, please contact: 

Jens-Hagen Eschenbacher, OSCE/ODIHR, +994 (0)51 80 59 568 or +48 603 683 122, 
jens@odihr.pl

Nathalie Bargellini, PACE, +33 665 40 32 82, nathalie.bargellini@coe.int

Thomas Grunert, EP, +32 49 89 83 369, thomas.grunert@europarl.europa.eu

mailto:jens@odihr.pl
mailto:nathalie.bargellini@coe.int
mailto:thomas.grunert@europarl.europa.eu
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