Workshop 2A: Reinforcing participation and inclusion in electoral processes, especially at the local level

Policies to improve participation in elections: the example of Armenia
Dear participants of the forum,
First of all let me welcome this even and emphasize its importance in bringing together large number of stakeholders from different fields to discuss highly important issues on electoral processes.
The encouragement and improvement of citizens’ participation in electoral processes remains as one of the most important ways to support democratic development of Armenia and here policies to increase public confidence towards elections have a central role. In my presentation I will cover only few existing problems or paradoxes of electoral participation in Armenia and make some suggestions on how to improve the situation through policies and practices.

1. Relatively high rates of voter participation despite the lack of trust towards elections and overall political apathy.
According to the official statistics Armenian voters are more active in participating in the national elections while participation rates in the local elections vary significantly.
The real percentage of participation in national elections may vary due to the lack of trustful information on number of citizens actually residing in Armenia and still existing practices involving electoral fraud during the vote count. The most speculative issue remains locally registered voters living abroad. Some experts estimate that up to 20% of registered voters permanently reside outside Armenia. This means that the real participation rate of citizens actually residing in Armenia is significantly higher than even official figures. The situation is paradoxical taking into consideration the lack of public trust towards elections and general apathy towards politics
.
The explanation of this paradox may be found in quite frequent allegations that the names of citizens residing abroad in the voter lists are being used for manipulations and electoral fraud thus affecting the real number of participation. On the other hand the voters in Armenia are being effectively mobilized to participate in the elections through different illegal mechanisms such as vote buying by cash, delivering free goods and services, forcing participation by the misuse of the administrative resources. Wide spread busing of voters and monitoring of the neighborhoods on the Election Day are tools that ensure effective implementation of above mentioned mechanisms. So quantity of participation in this case does not always reflect the quality and meet its goal.
Several legal reforms and procedural improvements may be effective in addressing mentioned issues:

· As long as restriction in voting in abroad are not removed, voters living in abroad should be removed from regular voter lists while effective mechanisms should be created to allow those voters to implement their right once they are in the country. (IFES Armenia produced a paper on this reforms to be submitted to Parliament)
· Improve legal procedures that would allow effectively fighting against electoral fraud and eliminating the atmosphere of impunity. Despite widely reported fraud during the Yerevan City Council elections only few people were brought to criminal responsibility but were released by amnesty.
· To increase transparency of vote count process, parallel vote tabulation or similar procedures should be adopted. 
· The practice of abuses against the observers and representatives of media should be abandoned
2. Relatively low level of participation in local elections despite the fact that some important decisions are being made at the local level and here each cast ballot has more potential to be decisive.
Armenia ratified the European Charter of Local government in 2002 and created relevant legal framework for effective implementation of local government
. Nevertheless practical implementation has been suffered and centralized administrative control is still wide spread because of several reasons:

· Most of communities have poor funding and are over dependent on state subsidies.

· The lack of knowledge and skills among members of local governments to fully carry out their rights and responsibilities.

· Low level of citizens’ awareness on the role and responsibilities of local government bodies.

Unfortunately still vary many citizens are not interested in participation at the local elections and especially in practicing their rights in the period between the elections. Moreover, financial and administrative dependence of communities from the national government allows ruling political parties to implement effective political control over the local processes. On the other hand oppositional political parties, being concentrated in large towns and mostly in capital, are too passive during local elections and are viewing national elections as the only opportunity to put foreword their programs. Because of this quite often local elections are not competitive. This is one of the possible explanations why during the series of local governance elections held in fall 2008, average participation rate in Yerevan was 33.2% while less than one year later, when first elections of Yerevan City Council held with the participation of oppositional block, 52.8% of registered voters participated.
The high rates of participation were observed despite the fact that unrepresentative mechanisms were adopted in the law on Yerevan City Council such as the unprecedented high 7% and 9% thresholds for parties and party coalitions. Also according to the newly adopted law a bonus system was introduced that provides additional votes to the party that failed to collect 50% of the votes, but received at least 40% plus one vote. According to the bonus system the party that gains the highest 40% + 1 but less than 50% of total votes will be automatically granted additional bonus points to secure the 50% of the Council seats, thus enabling the party to appoint the mayor from its party list.

As Yerevan, the capital of Armenia with at least third of its population, has a decisive role on economic and political life of the country the elections of Yerevan City Council were so important that both ruling and oppositional parties mobilized significant resources to encourage citizens’ participation. 
· To improve independence of local governments, recently significant steps were taken to give them more control over tax collection and designing local budgets.
· Certain provisions restricting representativeness of Yerevan City Council should be amended to ensure wider inclusion of political parties.

· Certain legal provisions and policies should be adopted to motivate acting political parties, especially oppositional ones, to be actively involved in the electoral processes at the local level to ensure competitiveness and wider participation. IFES Armenia is designing proposals for legal reforms on electoral campaign reforms and political party financing that involving public funding possibilities for parties which may make participation in local elections cost effective.

· Continuing and increasing work with civil society to raise the awareness of citizens. In the end only effective and large scale participation of citizens will ensure Armenia’s democratic development.   
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