Browsing through reports: Armenia.

Whenever trouble occurs anywhere around the world it leads to statements, all kinds of statements.  Before and after the February 2008 presidential elections in Armenia there were incidents as a result of which there were statements that infer that the outbreak of public resentment, although unsuspected may have been a sign that democracy in Armenia was not well established. Why not?  But there could be many reasons.  It could have been that opinion polls before the election had predicted that none of the opposition contenders would obtain much more than 20% of the votes. In that case why not take to the streets?  It has become fashionable. You think you are going to loose an election, you loose an election: you take it to the streets!

Other statements do not correspond to facts.  They involve shortcomings that supposedly increased the lack of confidence in the electoral process.  If that was the case, why was there a 70% turnout?
Let us take a look at observation reports.  One states that “most (cases) of fraud could not be substantiated and in some instances appeared overstated”.  Of course, we are all taught and therefore know that in observation exercises never trust anyone, always check.  If this is not possible then these allegations have no solid base and should be discarded.
By the way, 97% of these observers classified the opening of polling stations as positive and 95% that the polling was also positive.  What better results can you expect?

16% assessed the count as bad or very bad.  We should not be surprised by the last figures because the counting procedures of the electoral code of Armenia are the most complex in the world and are used as a negative example to students.  The Armenian commission members were not alone when organizing the election because there were 12,000 observers from 39 Armenian NGO’s running around the country.
As far as the administrative and judicial framework are concerned: recent meetings with the constitutional courts of Georgia and then Armenia were positive in their appreciation. As to the membership of the Electoral Commission the Armenian experience provides for mixed membership at all levels and is an interesting approach.

When one looks at the large number of NGO’s in Armenian one is obliged to ask an awkward question: How many funded from abroad?  Which leads to a second question: How can we know that internationally funded NGO’s are not an inroad into national sovereignty and act out of ignorance but with good faith to undermine democracy?  At this stage we cannot answer these questions so that we need to do a lot of hard thinking about Helsinki 1978.  We must consider that things have evolved since Helsinki.
International assistance and observation has to be reconsidered.  In the June 29, 1990 Copenhagen meeting (article 8, article 10.4) the OSCE –ODIHR allows the presence of groups that are funded by organizations from abroad.  That should be reconsidered.  The Soros-funded “Open Society Institute” is not part of civil society as it acts as a politically well funded society.  That contrasts with the financial situation of the country in which they intervene. NGOs create organizations that are parallel to political parties where its members are paid and cannot be considered as trustworthy. Candidates in an election depend on voters to be elected or not. The members of the political organizations depend only on those that pay them. This is not a way to create a strong party system and parties are the pillars of democracies.

In the Armenian case it would be tempting to refer back to article 11 of the European Convention of Human Rights.  This article is well written and provides for a right to freedom and peaceful assembly but which can be restricted “when prescribed by the law” and “in the interest of national security or public safety” which was the case of Armenia.  So why criticize the state of emergency?   From a legal standpoint it fits under article 11.

In any case, would it not be appropriate for the European Convention of Human Rights to also give a government power to forbid externally-funded associations which conduct political activities.  They are under no control and as we stated before, they act surreptitiously as inroads into national sovereignty.  They also hamper the development of political parties.

Of course, a report that would go on to say that the underlying causes of violence are deeply rooted would fall in the realm of speculations.  These allegations would show that the authors were not aware of the power and impact of political NGOs.  Radio Free Europe, July 24, 2006 interviews one of these foreign-funded NGO’s, OTPOR, whose main activity is to set up one main organization with satellites whose aim is to organize people to parade without violence throughout the streets using a sense of humour, by puting up many simple slogans.  For coming important elections they are on the ground two years beforehand.  All that is fine but at times things can get out of hand.

From a constitutional and political science perspective let us reflect on two other issues that have been raised.  Some writers noted that the National Assembly had not been a forum of political debate and compromise.  We admit that an assembly should be the scene of political debate but as to compromise our friends who wrote should read Tocqueville.  An assembly can discuss problems but a government is there to govern. If the people are not happy with it then it will loose the next elections.  
We found insinuations against plurality.  May we suggest that those authors look around them to see proportional Europe at work: they will find minority governments, short-lived coalition governments or caretaker governments.  Three countries have been since 1945 without a government for 4 years (they have caretaker governments that can last, at times, 6 months).  Spain has given minority rights in local and national elections but cannot get rid of ETA bombings. What are we trying to export? Developing democracies need at the very least a strong party system not a multitude of parties that have different points of view only to justify their existence.  There again Tocqueville could be useful!
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