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On November 14, The Nixon Center’s International Security and Energy Programs hosted a luncheon panel entitled “The Prospects for US-Azerbaijan Relations after the Parliamentary Elections.”  Moderated by program director Zeyno Baran, the panel featured (in order of appearance)  Ariel Cohen, Senior Research Fellow at The Heritage Foundation; Vladimir Socor, Senior Fellow at The Jamestown Foundation; H.E. Hafiz Pashayev, Ambassador of Azerbaijan to the United States; David Merkel, Director for Europe and Eurasia for the National Security Council, whose comments were off-the-record.
In her introductory remarks, Baran observed that the elections represented a step forward, citing President Ilham Aliyev’s decision to fire three regional governors involved in election fraud as an unprecedented move.  She cautioned that there were equally significant problems that remain to be addressed, and noted that “more needs to be done” before Aliyev can establish his legitimacy and prove to the West and to his own people that he is committed to the democratic process. 

Cohen, who served as an election observer, stressed the need to understand the campaign in the 
context of Azerbaijani history.  “This is a country that was ruled for over 30 years by a KGB general,” he noted, and added that “many of his cronies are still in power.”  As a result, members of 
the political elite “believe that a leader or party must win with 99 percent of the vote.” He acknowledged that this attitude led to practices such as “carousel” voting (in which individuals each vote several times for the same candidate), ballot box stealing, and irregularities in vote counting.  However, moves such as the relative ease of access to the ballot (some 1,541 candidates ran for the 125 seats in parliament) reflect the beginning of a fundamentally new approach to elections in Azerbaijan. Furthermore, Cohen added, none of the violations that occurred affected the outcome—a victory for the ruling New Azerbaijan Party (YAP).  
Reiterating the need for continued reform, Ambassador Pashayev contended that the election marked a significant milestone in Azerbaijan’s transition.  For the first time, he noted, corrupt officials were fired, recounts conducted in questionable cases—after which opposition candidates were later declared the victors—and exit polls were held.  In 85% of the cases, he noted, these exit polls matched the official reported results.  These results reflected strong though slightly declining support for the government, which received 62 seats in parliament (down from 75) with 20 going to the opposition and 40 to independent candidates.  (At this time, it is unclear whether these independents will be pro-or anti-government.) Despite the fact that many international observers (particularly the press) expected a “color revolution,” the ambassador explained that the Azeri people remembered the disastrous consequences of the early 1990s, and “reject revolution, preferring evolution.” 
In his presentation, Socor praised the progress made so far and welcomed the personal initiative of President Aliyev in seeking to revitalize the country’s political process and direct these reforms from the top down.  He recognized that Aliyev has encountered some difficulties in implementing his commitment to free and fair elections due to his lessened control (compared to his father) over regional elites. However, because of his more diffuse base of support, Aliyev has been able to embark on an “evolutionary process” towards democracy.  Socor also cited the example of Moldova, where the “Communist in name only” head of state has been able to work with the opposition and the West.  
Aliyev’s commitment to reform was perhaps most notable in his reaction to the differing recommendations of international observers.  As Socor noted, three missions were conducted with considerable Russian participation; those of the Commonwealth of Independent States and the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe along with the mission of the Russian parliament itself.  Despite the fact that over 90 of the 600 OSCE observers were Russian—a fact that  caused Socor to conclude that the organization’s “future and legitimacy” is in question—the OSCE report strongly condemned the conduct of the election as falling short of international standards.  For its part, the CIS and Russian missions praised the election as “democratic”; Moscow further warned the OSCE report would “destabilize” Azerbaijan.  

Yet, the Aliyev government quickly and dramatically responded to the OSCE recommendations.  The day after the report’s release, Aliyev pledged to investigate allegations of fraud, and to punish those convicted of wrongdoing.  By doing so, Socor explained, Aliyev “did not take the Russian bait,” and rejected the CIS in favor of the West.  Had he chosen the Russian approach and ignored the OSCE recommendations, Socor concluded, both Azerbaijani and Western interests would have been adversely affected. 

Despite the government’s rapid response to Western criticism, Pashayev related that there was also “surprise” and “disappointment” directed towards the West in the aftermath of the election.  Bristling at suggestions that President Aliyev “wants to be rewarded by a visit to the White House,” Pashayev declared that the leader of Azerbaijan “deserves welcome in any world capital.” He also noted that many in Baku attribute the harsh European criticism of the election to the desire of the EU to avoid considering Azerbaijan for eventual membership. 

One element of Azerbaijani society most in need of continuing reform is the opposition.  Paradoxically, Socor explained, Azerbaijan has a young and forward-looking president—and older opposition leaders whose focus is on the past.  Due to their lack of creativity and vitality, these figures have failed to offer Azerbaijani citizens a viable alternative to the current government.  They are also tremendously unpopular because of their association with the turmoil of 1992-1993. Yet, as panelists noted, opposition parties have not responded to public disapproval and have retained their highly personalized structure. Instead of courting public support, many panelists argued that opposition leaders were instead concerned with creating an occasion for protest—protest that they hoped would lead to a change in regime. In response, Socor and other panelists suggested that the West should reconsider its investment in the opposition, noting that in most functioning democracies, party leaders do not retain their leadership posts after a major electoral defeat—let alone several.
In discussion, most panelists endorsed the balanced assessment of the European Union report authored by the British presidency.  Although the report held that the elections “fell short of OSCE, Council of Europe, and other European standards,” it “welcomed” the government’s efforts to “provide for better and more democratic elections,” and recognized that these elections “have shown some improvements” from the November 2003 campaign.  One participant disputed this ultimately positive assessment, contending that limitations on media access, purging of voter lists, and restrictions on campaigning were not significantly better than in 2003.  Yet, he along with most panelists agreed that the entire election process, not just actions on the day itself, should be the primary focus of international assessment.

In the end, Cohen argued that “elections are not the ‘be all and end all’ of democracy, and democracy is not the only interest of the United States.” In light of the resources and geopolitical position of Azerbaijan, he contended that energy and security considerations should also receive considerable weight.  The long-term position of the United States government, however, has been that all three goals should be pursued together, with the process of elections considered more important than the outcome.  
As to the question of how best to consolidate democratic reform in Azerbaijan, participants agreed that in the short term, the government should continue to prosecute those officials suspected of election fraud—both at the local and national levels. In the medium-term, de-personalization of both the opposition and the government should be encouraged, Socor said, with a focus on replacing the current clientelist system with durable and independent institutions. The panelists also argued that the international community should recognize when improvements are made in Azerbaijan; failure to do so will impede future progress. 
In pursuit of these goals, Pashayev stressed that the most important thing is the process.  “The process of the past couple of months has allowed the people of Azerbaijan to become part of a real democratic process,” which has already allowed Azerbaijan to become an active and full participant in the international community.
This program brief was prepared by Nixon Center program assistant Emmet Tuohy.
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