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 ELECTIONS AND OBSERVERS IN THE CAUCASUS
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Ivlian Haindrava is director of the Center for Development and Cooperation in Georgia. The following is adapted from a presentation at the Third Regional Seminar of Centers for Pluralism, entitled “Elections in the States of South Caucasus,” held in Tbilisi from November 29 to December 1, 2002.

It is common knowledge that free, fair, and transparent elections are one of the fundamental bases of democracy. If one takes the October 31, 1999 parliamentary elections in Georgia as an example, there is perhaps some justification in talking of a process resembling “elections.” But a number of important aspects are overlooked by those who accept this assessment.
 

For one, there were no elections in [the two breakaway regions of] Abkhazia and South Ossetia. And two, what took place in Ajaria and some regions of southern and southeastern Georgia complied 100 percent with [only] a communist model of “elections.” Aslan Abashidze’s “Revival” alliance simply and quietly pocketed [all] the votes of Ajarian voters, while the ruling party of President Eduard Shevardnadze, the Citizens Union of Georgia (CUG), had a complete return in South Georgia. In this way, the two power centers took about half a million voters (about 20% of the total!) out of the process, and thus all the other political forces too, who thus got just a symbolic number of votes in these regions. And finally, one must also point out that the election process in the remaining parts of Georgia was far removed from European standards. Notwithstanding the ubiquitous lack of understanding by voters of their rights, several suits were brought before the Constitutional Court in connection with the elections in a majority of electoral districts and four of these plaintiffs did win. In each case a CUG representative had gained a parliamentary mandate unduly. 

As for the subsequent presidential elections of April 9, 2000, these in effect did not take place. Impartial observers insist that the number of voters that turned our did not come close to the 50 percent threshold required by law. As a result, the legitimacy of the president of Georgia rests upon falsified election results.

But let us leave Georgia for a while. On November 5, 2000, I together with many colleagues had the opportunity to monitor the parliamentary elections in Azerbaijan (in May 1999 I was also an observer at the parliamentary elections in Armenia). I will express our shared opinion: what happened in Azerbaijan were “anti-elections.” However, if others were surprised that the Azerbaijani authorities would dare to carry out their shameless shenanigans even as the Council of Europe prepared to vote on Azerbaijan’s admission as a member, we from Georgia were not. We already had the example of our own country’s massive retreat from democratic development after it had been allowed to join the Council of Europe “in advance.”

It is understandable then that the Azerbaijani authorities, imitating their Georgian brethren, chose to contemptuously rewrite the elections results the way they liked them, with observers virtually watched over their shoulders. As far as I could judge, the degree of disappointment, even discouragement, with this deception was even higher in Azerbaijan than in Georgia. In Georgia, at any rate, no-one expected anything good or had any hopes. Everybody realized that another five-year term for Shevardnadze was unavoidable; consequently, the majority of voters did not even bother to walk to the ballot stations on election day. In Azerbaijan, people were actually anticipating something positive. The cynicism with which their expectations were thrown into the rubbish bin was not merely revolting — it was dangerous.

The cynicism mentioned above is also equally applicable to international observers. I will begin with several quotations. 

The conduct of the 1999 parliamentary election represents a step towards Georgia’s compliance with OSCE commitments. Despite some irregularities, it appears that Georgian voters were generally able to express their will. Regrettably voting could not take place in Abkhazia and parts of South Ossetia. The election-related laws established an adequate framework to conduct genuine multiparty elections, provided that the legal provisions were applied in a uniform and transparent manner. During the pre-election period, fundamental freedoms were generally respected. 

Thus begins the “Preliminary Statement of the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) Election Observation Mission for the October 31, 1999 parliamentary election in Georgia, Tbilisi, November 1, 1999.

And here I quote the preliminary statement of the OSCE Observation Mission for the April 9, 2000 presidential elections in Georgia:

The OSCE/ODIHR Election Observation Mission concluded that considerable progress is necessary for Georgia to fully meet its commitments as a participating State of the OSCE. Fundamental freedoms were generally respected during the election campaign and candidates were able to express their views. However, improvements are necessary in the legal framework, the performance of the State media and the implementation of counting and tabulation procedures.”

Even though both statements sound too optimistic from my, and not only my, point of view, one cannot help noticing that the presidential elections are assessed more negatively than the parliamentary ones were. What could have happened within some five-odd months? What made Georgia deviate from the path of the righteous in such a short time? How could we witness “a step towards . . .” in autumn while as early as the following spring “considerable progress” was needed? The answer is simple: the autumn elections were also awful but “high-level” discussions justified the decision not to expose this fact, while in spring the violations became so blatant that it became impossible to continue looking the other way. The final document of the same OSCE Mission to the April 2000 presidential elections mentioned some additional types of irregularities: “In particular, problems were identified in the following areas: interference by State authorities in the election process; deficient election legislation; a not fully representative election administration; and unreliable voter registrars.”
 Now it starts not to be very difficult to get a picture of what sort of “elections” Georgia had. Would it not have been preferable to expose the truth in the autumn elections so as not to encourage the rampant violations in the spring? Or, in the spirit of genuine goodwill, is it not desirable to stop offering half-truths and always deal in the truth? Indeed, half-truths only beget half-democracy!

When I tried to question the reasons for this peculiar approach by OSCE representatives, the typical reply was that using the phrase “a step towards” is a very reserved, even a critical assessment of the situation. And, they claimed, the final report of the Observation Mission crossed all the ts and dotted all the is. In reality, the final report, with all the ts crossed and is dotted, was placed on the OSCE web site only in February 2000 (more than three months after the elections!), read by few (and even if someone read it, what’s the use?). Meanwhile, for more than two months after the parliamentary elections, the same state-controlled media — assessed as unsatisfactory only during the presidential election campaign — were loudly repeating to their viewers, listeners, and readers just that very first paragraph of the OSCE Mission statement on the preliminary findings and conclusions.

Armenia, by the way, can hardly boast of a better record in the field of democratic elections: the elections I observed there in 1999 were held according to the bravura marches and omnipresence of military units going from one ballot center to another. To me, the only distinctive feature of elections Armenian-style is this decisive role played by the military, as opposed to Georgia and Azerbaijan, where the police and security structures are dominant. In Armenia (particularly in Yerevan), I had the impression that people did not bother to vote at all (similar to what I saw in Tbilisi on April 9, 2000). As for observers, the domestic monitors trained by the National Democratic Institute (NDI) were the only ones in the country who tried to persuade us that Armenia had never before experienced such spectacularly smooth elections. Even the observers of the parties of the doomed-to-victory pro-Presidential alliance were considerably more reserved and critical in their assessments. Observers from the CIS Parliamentary Assembly were also ecstatic, while the OSCE observers were mumbling something vaguely approving. As for the straightforward criticism made by the non-local NDI observers, well, President Kocharian chose simply to ignore them.

I’ll give two more examples of election realities, again from Azerbaijan. When the head of the OSCE Observation Mission read aloud to the press-conference in Baku the first sentence from its preliminary report that “The November 5, 2000 elections to the Milli Majlis (Parliament) of the Azerbaijan Republic constitute progress over previous elections, in particular in enhancing political pluralism,”
 someone whistled in derision. I completely shared the feelings of the whistler: he knew that this phrase alone was more than enough to satisfy the domestic officialdom. It did not matter how critical the OSCE Mission Report might ultimately be later on; the state-owned media had been handed the trump it needed. This phrase — “the elections constitute progress over previous elections” — was destined for the front-page headlines of the government newspapers and was fed to TV and radio audiences in all possible variations. Thus did Azerbaijan’s ordinary citizens learn that Western observers had approved the rigging of these “elections.” 

The preliminary statement of the observers representing the National Democratic Institute (I was among them) began in a manner much more adequate to the reality of the situation: “The November 5, 2000 Parliamentary elections represent a continuation of a pattern of seriously flawed elections in Azerbaijan that fail to meet even minimum international standards. These latest elections also fail to comply with Azerbaijan's election law. The violations that were witnessed undermined the integrity of the elections process and raise doubts as to whether the final results will reflect the will of the people.”
 However, even this statement I found impossible to sign because I was adamant that the violations that were witnessed did not merely “raise doubts” but manifested beyond any doubt that the people’s will was most unceremoniously distorted. At the NDI’s press conference, a reporter of state television posed a question to the mission head if he really felt that nothing in the election campaign deserved positive marks. The bliss on the reporter’s face had to be seen to be believed when the reply, though very reserved, came in the affirmative. This representatives of the state-controlled media made no secret of having just heard what he wanted and did not even bother to stay to the end of the press conference. They already had the right material to dupe their fellow citizens.

In this regard, the element of “courage” was removed by Georgia’s falsifiers. The Azerbaijani authorities were confident: no dire consequences would follow and Azerbaijan would be allowed into the Council of Europe — regardless. Indulis Berzinsh, Latvia’s Minister for Foreign Affairs who at that moment chaired the Committee of Ministers of the Council of Europe, indicated in a visit to Baku that Azerbaijan’s membership in the Council of Europe was assured no matter what type of elections were held. In fact, it was the purpose of Berzinsh’s visit to assess Azerbaijan’s preparedness to become a member of this organization. The nature of his assessment can be seen from his statements on these issues: in connection with prisoners incarcerated on political grounds, Mr. Berzinsh declared that “each state may hold its separate opinion on the matter of political prisoners” (how very true: the USSR also had its “separate opinion on the matter of political prisoners”); and, speaking of the declaration of opposition parties about the falsification of the November 5 election results, Mr. Berzinsh said that “such violations in new independent states are hardly avoidable.”
 Indeed! One has to suppress the urge to exclaim: “The Same to Latvia!” But no, we wish only that Latvia never has elections like those in Georgia or Azerbaijan.

I have nothing against Georgia, Armenia and Azerbaijan being members of the Council of Europe. Without exaggerating too much the role and significance of this organization, I believe membership in it does strengthen the status of an independent state. I seriously doubt, however, that membership on this basis is any great stimulus for democratic progress. Indeed, if non-democratic countries are accepted as members for outstanding achievements in democracy, then we can forget about further progress of democracy. Many Georgians (and not only Georgians), while witnessing all that was actually taking place in their country, including “elections,” could read or hear the evaluations by international organizations and their observers and would say they wished to see such democracy, such elections, and such market economics burn in hell. And yes, to hell also with all those Western democratic politicians who, as we discovered, make use of double, and sometimes triple, standards.

The most alarming trend in Georgian politics is a negative movement from better to worse in recent years. As far as democracy is concerned, this tendency was most evident in the way elections were run. Each time we have new parliamentary or presidential elections, they are worse than the previous ones, exhibiting an uglier step in the degree of falsification of balloting results and in the measure of distortion of voters’ will. A quasi-democracy in Georgia undermines confidence in true democratic values, in the same way as a half-truth may prove more harmful than total deception. Louis Roppe, the leader of the Observation delegation of the Congress of Local and Regional Authorities of the Council of Europe (CLRAE), a body that monitored local elections in Georgia on June 2, 2002, said this: “The CLRAE delegation is disappointed that the democratic process in Georgia has so far failed to match the people's aspirations. The people of Georgia deserve better.” I perceive these two sentences as very meaningful: I long to accept their pathos but my common sense prompts the opposite, namely that the people of Georgia have precisely the arrangement they deserve.

To sum up, I must conclude, with regret, that on the whole international observers, willingly or otherwise, have only facilitated the acceptance by local and international communities of elections that have been shamelessly falsified by the authorities.

Thomas Carothers wrote in 1997 that “In elections in countries with little history of democracy, particularly in Africa and the former Soviet Union, foreign observers sometimes take the attitude, “Well, what can you expect?” The notion that it is important to offer at least some encouragement to societies that are struggling with the basics leads them to downplay serious problems”
.

Two years later, Irena Lasota wrote on the subject even more categorically:

One of the worst ideas was sending unprepared Western electoral “observer brigades” to unfamiliar countries. These untrained observers would spend the night before the election dining at the Sheraton, proceed the following day to a polling booth where a local notable would often be stuffing the boxes with phony ballots before their very eyes, and then return to the Sheraton to declare: “I wish such well-run elections took place in my country.”
.

These precise and just remarks, let alone the opinions of the immediate victims of the “elections” in question, were disregarded. The events followed the same pattern, as we see in the report of Petruška Šustrová, who participated in the parliamentary elections in Georgia in autumn of 1999 as an independent international observer. Here is an excerpt from her report: 

So, why do OSCE observers claim that the elections in Georgia were a step forward? Something is explained also by Mr. Michael Ochs who had monitored many elections as an observer for the OSCE. He told us even before the event that there would be cheating in the elections but that in Georgia the situation was better than, for example, Kazakhstan. He is surely right, but I believe that the honesty and regularity of the Georgian elections can be judged solely by Georgian laws. The United States welcomed Shevardnadze's victory. This is understandable, his drive towards Europe is definitely closer to the advanced world than Aslan Abashidze's orientation towards Russia, which could bring even further problems to the region, which is already full of turbulence. But what about the citizens of Georgia? What about the voters who saw the rigging of the elections with their own eyes, and are now told that the world regards this as ‘occasional excesses’ which are beside the point? After all, democracy in the country is created neither by Shevardnadze nor by some other prominent politician but by the participation of people in public events: and many Georgian citizens feel deceived and sold out to “higher political interests.”

The result of this attitude is precisely the unbridled arbitrariness that we witnessed during the presidential elections of April 9, 2000 in Georgia and during the referendum of August 24, 2002 in Azerbaijan. In all honesty, the terms “elections” and “referendum” can hardly be applied to what happened. The impression is that the very fact that events labeled by these two words do occur on the territory of the former USSR causes such blind elation in the West that the rudest distortion of the will of the electorate passes unnoticed. Not only does this approach drastically nullify the very idea of election, it is also very insulting; we are treated as a bunch of savages in whose midst the mere fact of an election-like process is hailed as an outstanding achievement and throws our more civilized brethren into raptures. However, as Irena Lasota has pointed out, 

In the Republic of Georgia, the elections of October 1990 were free and pluralistic and attracted a turnout of over 70 percent, despite Soviet laws, Soviet pressure, and a lack of money, both local and foreign. Thus the first round of elections in countries emerging from communism required neither substantial foreign investment nor extensive voter-education initiatives. Voters in the region knew what real elections were all about. They knew that they had to vote to change their lives, and in most cases they even knew exactly whom they wanted to vote for or against.
. 

In recent years we hear more and more often that even though free and just elections are no doubt an important thing, they are not the only factor that determines the progress of democracy. The only one it certainly is not. Even a kind of “mathematical equation” grew up: free and just elections are the necessary but not the sufficient condition of democracy. Still, it is a necessary, that is, essential one! In other words, if this condition is not met, one has to speak of some other phenomenon, not a democracy.

I share the opinion that many things in our house do not work as they should — but that we need to blame only ourselves. Ever since we won the freedom of choice, we have to apply to ourselves another cliché: each people has the government it deserves. Nevertheless, in conditions where millions of dollars from Western taxpayers are spent on us, we wish these amounts to work for our benefit, not be wasted. Or, what is worse, do us harm.
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