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Aliev against all; but not all against Aliev.
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the people of Azerbaijan will go 
to the polls on 9 october to elect 
a President. the incumbent, ilham 
Aliev is seeking a third term after 
the constitution was changed 
earlier to enable him to do so. As 
many as two dozen others have 
been provisionally registered to 
contest the election.

Who are they, and why this sudden rush to unseat aliev? the 
odd answer is that whilst aliev is running against them all, not all 
of them are running against him. In fact most of the people who 
have put forward their names represent parties and organisations 
that over the last decade have been loyal and vocal supporters 
of the aliev Government. their candidacy is part of an elaborate 
exercise aimed to reassure anyone who cares that the azerbaijani 
elections were free and competitive, and to dilute the impact of 
the few who are really out to unseat aliev.
the government was initially concerned that the opposition might 
boycott the elections altogether, and so competitive conditions 
had to be created artificially. Something similar happened in the 
2008 elections, although the exercise on that occasion impressed 
no one.
there are two notable exceptions to this choreographed scenario. 
the traditional opposition led by Musavat and the Popular Front 
Party have gathered around them a coalition of groups and 
individuals, known as the National council of Democratic Forces. 
this group initially backed the candidacy of Rustam Ibrahimbeyov, 
an azerbaijani who has spent most of his life in Russia, and who 
is known as an award winning film director. there were two 
snags: the first the residency restrictions made it likely that his 
candidacy will be rejected on this technicality. It was. his second 
problem was that he never made it to Baku, deciding instead to 
tour world capitals to gather support. there was a third issue 
with Ibrahimbeyov. Sources close to the azerbaijani government 
had been suggesting for a number of months to visiting western 
officials that Ibrahimbeyov had been put up into running for 
President of azerbaijan by the Kremlin, dissatisfied at azerbaijan’s 
independent foreign policy. things between Russia and azerbaijan 
however were patched up during a mid-summer high profile short 
visit of President Putin to Baku. If the azerbaijani government 
sources were right, than Ibrahimbeyov was no longer necessary. 
Fortunately the National council had a plan B, and they agreed 
on a reserve candidate, Jamil hasanli who very soon became their 
lead candidate when Ibrahimbeyov’s candidacy was rejected.

a second opposition candidate is actually in prison awaiting trial. 
Ilgar Mammadov was jailed earlier this year accused of inciting 
anti-government demonstration in the region of Ismaili where 
local protests against abuse of power of local officials erupted in 
January. his candidacy is supported by the movement he chairs, 
REaL, and was approved by the cEc following some clarifications.

the azerbaijani central Elections commission, an institution 
tightly controlled by the government, is now going through the 
process of verifying the lists of thousands of voters signatures that 
are required for a candidate to be formally registered and have 
his name on the ballot paper. By the end of this process the list of 
candidates is likely to shrink somewhat but there will still be plenty 
of names on the list. a choice of a sort is assured. But it will be an 
artificial situation that will not necessarily help the people’s choice. 
as happened in the previous two elections Ilham aliev as the 
incumbent will be able to stay above the fry, whilst the rest fight it 
out between themselves in the short window of media exposure, 
leaving the azerbaijani voter with a very confused picture. this is 
one of the many oddities of this election.

Meanwhile, ahead of the elections, the authoritative group, 
human Rights Watch, have issued a damning 100 page report 
that documents “the dramatic deterioration of the government’s 
record on freedom of expression, assembly, and association in 
the past 18 months.” the report says that the authorities have 
arrested dozens of political activists on bogus charges, imprisoned 
critical journalists, broken up peaceful public demonstrations, and 
adopted legislation imposing new restrictions on fundamental 
freedoms. human Rights Watch documented the arrest and 
imprisonment of several high-ranking members of opposition 
political parties, government critics with large followings on social 
media, and people who have frequently been involved in political 
protests. the report is available on:  
www.hrw.org/reports/2013/09/01/tightening-screws.

the government of azerbaijan has dismissed the hRW report as 
slanderous and accused the organisation of making continuous 
efforts ill-intentionally and artificially to form a negative opinion 
about azerbaijan. Elnur aslanov, an official of the azerbaijani 
Presidential administration said in his response to the report  
that “real facts are violently distorted, and world community is 
fooled openly”. 

his comments are available on:  
www.news.az/articles/politics/82244   

Report prepared by the cEW news team

Azerbaijan - 9 october
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Voting for the 
not so important 

President
Voter apathy has not stopped many candidates 
putting forward their names for the forthcoming 
Presidential elections in Georgia, even though 
the new President will have much reduced power. 
Every sign indicates however that this is going to 
be a three-horse race.
Georgians go to the polls again on Sunday, 27 October, to vote for a new President at the end 
of the eventful ten year administration of the incumbent, Mikhail Saakashvili.  according to 
the Georgian constitution Saakashvili cannot run again, after having served two terms. the 
election comes just a year after the historic October 2012 Parliamentary election that saw the 
first peaceful transfer of power between opposing political groups through the ballot box in the 
caucasus region.

after the excitement, drama and high voter engagement of last year, this year’s election by 
contrasts risks turning into something of a non-event. Observers are already noting a certain 
amount of voter apathy.  Part of this is voter fatigue, part is also due to the fact that the 
importance of the Presidency in the new constitution set-up that the previous government 
led by the United National Movement (UNM), had enacted in 2010 has greatly reduced the 
importance of the Presidency. In effect, except in times of war or national emergency the 
President now has to work through the Prime Minister and the Government.  Once the new 
President is elected Georgia stops being a Presidential Republic and becomes a Parliamentary 
republic. Georgians, used to a strong national leader, remain quite ambivalent on the virtue or 
otherwise of this change.

this has not stopped tens of Georgians from putting forward their names as candidates, 
amongst them some who have been around the Georgian political scene for decades. however 
general opinion is that this will be a three-horse race involving Nino Burjanadze, who served as 
Parliamentary Speaker under both Shevardnadze and Saakashvili, David Bakradze, who replaced 
her as Parliamentary Speaker under Saakashvili, and Giorgi Margvelashvili who served as Minister 
of Education in the Ivanishvili government after last October’s Parliamentary elections.

although Burjanadze may have harboured Presidential ambitions for some time, the other two 
are fairly newcomers to the Georgian political scene, and in many ways some Georgian voters 
see all the three as proxies for stronger patrons. this however is an injustice to all three who in 
their different ways have already made a positive contribution to Georgian society and offer clear 
alternative models from which the Georgian voter can choose from.

georgia – 27 october
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nino Burjanadze

Burjanadze became a national figure when in 2001 Zurab Zhvania 
was forced to resign as Speaker of the Georgian Parliament 
after splits within the ruling citizens Union of President 
Shevardnadze. Burjanadze was elected Speaker in a tight vote 
in the Parliament , with the backing of Zhvania. In the 2003 
elections she was part of a coalition ticket with Zhvania, and 
after the Rose Revolution she emerged as the third person in 
the triumvirate Saakashvili-Zhvania-Burjanadze. She manipulated 
tensions between Saakashvili and Zhvania in order to carve a 
role for herself, but following Zhvania’s untimely death in 2005 
her value for Saakashvili was greatly diminished, and she was 
increasingly marginalised, until eventually forced out of the ruling 
team completely. She then tried, very unsuccessfully to mobilise 
opposition to Saakashvili. In 2012 she was refused a place in 
Ivanishvili’s coalition, and took a back seat in the election, but was 
the first person to turn up at Ivanishvili’s house to congratulate 
him after his election victory. Whilst for many years projecting 
herself as a pro western reformer, in recent years disillusioned with 
western support for Saakashvili she has had several meetings with 
president Putin and has taken a pro Kremlin position on many 
issues. In the current election campaign she is calling for more 
tough measures against those who committed crimes under the 
Saakashvili government, and has recently spoken of a golden ticket 
with her as President and Ivanishvili as Prime Minister, although 
it is clear that the latter has been trying to distance himself from 
Burjanadze.
David Bakradze

Bakradze was catapulted to the centre of Georgian politics when 
he was chosen by the ruling United National Movement as the 
new chairman of the Georgian parliament once Burjanadze 
was ousted. In many ways he represented the “soft” side of the 
Saakashvili government, not getting involved in many of the 
excesses connected particularly with the law enforcement bodies. 
however he is widely criticised for having turned the Georgian 
parliament into a rubber stamp parliament for the Saakashvili 
government, killing all attempts at government scrutiny and 
simply acting as the nice face of the government. his choice as 
the candidate of the United National Movement in the election 
came as a result of an internal consultation process which the 
Party called primaries. With the strongest contender for the 
nomination, former Prime Minister Vano Merabishvili in jail, 
Bakradze’s selection was in many ways hobson’s choice, since the 
only credible alternative, Gia Baramidze only has support amongst 

a limited faction of the UNM. Bakradze has been trying to focus 
his campaign on the future rather than the past,  but has called 
on the UNM to recognise its mistakes whilst in office. Whether 
or not the Georgian people will believe him is however yet to be 
seen.  
giorgi margvelashvili

If Bakradze was catapulted to centre stage, Giorgi Margvelashvili 
was anointed to the position by the decision of Prime Minister 
Bidhzina Ivanishvili, a decision which was later formally endorsed 
by the Georgian Dream coalition. Margvelashvili only held official 
positions for a very short time after October 2012 and remains 
for many, including the vast majority of the Georgian voters, an 
unknown quantity. his background within the NGO network 
may serve him in good stead in Vera and Vake (the middle class 
districts of tbilisi) but for others he is the NGO boy from down 
town. Many think that Ivanishvili’s popularity in Georgia remains 
still so high that Margvelashvili will be elected simply on the basis 
of that. certainly his efforts to connect with the voters so far have 
been disappointing, but the Georgian Dream is these days the 
only Party that has the organisational capacity to operate nation-
wide, and this will certainly have an impact on the vote. Many 
consider that if elected, Margvelashvili will be an effective, clear-
headed President but questions remain about his inexperience.
Free, fair, or flop?

the questions being asked in connection with this election is not 
if it is going to be free and fair. Everything indicates that Ivanishvili 
will be true to his word and will try to ensure the best conditions 
for a free and fair election. But if voter apathy turns into low voter 
turnout it could very easily turn into an election flop. Ivanishvili has 
already warned about voter complacency, and he is right.
as Georgians return from their summer holidays it is expected 
that the campaign will pick up over the next days and weeks. a 
good Presidential election, following the important achievements 
of last year, will undoubtedly contribute a lot towards Georgia’s 
political credibility internationally, and will earn for the 
country brownie points in its endeavours to integrate with the 
European and Euro -atlantic institutions. It will also help break a 
psychological barrier of Georgian distrust of the electoral process. 
For this reason, if for no other, everybody should contribute to 
make this election a success.   

nino Burjanadze David Bakradze giorgi margvelashvili
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local observers from transparency international georgia planning 
their election monitoring before the october 2012 elections.
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Election Monitoring:  
time to shift the emphasis 

on local monitors.
there are some who think that the time for large scale 
international election monitoring is outdated and needs 
to adapt to the changing circumstances. smaller teams 
with more political clout, working closely with local 
activists may be better placed to focus on what really 
matters – the substance of whether or not an election has 
reflected the views of the electorate, and if the conditions 
existed for those views to be formed in a reasonably 
free atmosphere. the georgian Parliamentary Elections 
in october 2012 proved the effectiveness of domestic 
election monitoring, which ideally should form the basis 
for election monitoring in the future.

Reports of Election Monitoring Missions often focus on technical 
aspects of election organisation. Frankly, at least within the OScE 
area, after twenty years of experience this should not be an issue 
at all anymore, and if it is, it is best left to be dealt with outside the 
context of election observation.
two elections will be held in the caucasus region in October - in 
Georgia and in azerbaijan. there is no doubt they will be very 
well organised – better in fact than in some EU countries. Keeping 
focused on the important aspects of election monitoring in both 
cases is important. For Georgia this election closes the era of the 
Saakashvili government, with all its ups and downs and dramas. the 
country’s political system has started to settle down but the election 
is an important indicator of where Georgian politics is at the end of 
this difficult and unusual process.
the OScE/ODIhR Mission for azerbaijan is led by tana de 
Zuletta, an Italian former politician. She is already in Baku, and she 
will shortly be joined by a team of twelve core members, 30 long 
term observers and 280 short-term observes. Previous reports of 
elections in azerbaijan paint a rather grim picture, so De Zuletta has 
her job cut out for her. She will need to cut through the political fog 
to get to the issues that really matter, and focus as much as possible 
on those. the solution is not through ticking boxes but rather in 
trying to get behind the facts, or the facts as they appear. her job 

becomes more important in view of the decision of some of the 
other parliamentary assemblies not to send observers. this cloud 
has a silver lining in that one hopes, it will result in more unanimity 
amongst the international observers.
Empowering local monitors has its risks and shortcomings, but if 
conditions for proper domestic election monitoring are missing this 
in itself should constitute a very grave sign that things are not well. 
the Mission needs to be on the look-out at the state of domestic 
monitoring in azerbaijan and report on it in its final submissions. 
In Georgia civil society has shown in 2012 that domestic election 
observation works. In fact the role played by the international 
election monitors on that occasion was clearly secondary. a 
different approach to monitoring the forthcoming Presidential 
election in Georgia may therefore be appropriate, and should be 
considered even at this late hour.   

commentary


