Partnership for Open Society Initiatives for Upcoming Parliamentary Elections
Preface
Parliamentary elections of 2007 and following presidential elections of 2008 present an opportunity for democratic progress in Armenia. In the meantime, they pose numerous challenges for democracy. The burden of multiple failed attempts to hold democratic elections, the notoriously fraudulent referendum on constitutional amendments, the unprecedented level of public mistrust towards all political forces and the political discourse in the country, and the exceptionally consolidated and centralized executive power cast doubt over the declared willingness of the government of Armenia to conduct democratic elections. Moreover, continuous tightening of control over such institutions as media, and particularly broadcast media, jeopardizes the mere possibility of democratic elections even if there was willingness to conduct democratic elections. 
The elections of 2007 bear a distinct sense of urgency – another failure in conducting proper elections will be damaging to too many important international commitments of Armenia, of which the most important ones are the ENP and the MCA. This will also negatively affect Armenia’s proclaimed goal to have a democratic state. 

Initiatives
In the view of these numerous challenges and urgencies, part of the civil society, united under the POS, came up with different strategies and initiatives that might increase chances of democratic elections, identify incompliance and fraud. 
In the course of a number of brainstorming sessions and consultations, the steering group came up with the following concept of the civil society intervention in the pre-electoral period. The discussions were not limited to specific activities, such as monitoring or awareness raising or voters’ education, but were rather meant to have a comprehensive approach and review all possible strategies and their applicability to the Armenian reality and the needs that have not been addressed by other groups. 
From the list of possible interventions, the group selected those that are in line with the POS agenda on one hand and are not addressed by other donors or are addressed not in the way the POS would deem appropriate on the other hand. 

 Media monitoring
· Monitoring of media coverage of electoral campaigns – to assess equal access for political parties and candidates to print and broadcast media, document violations of electoral legislation with regard to rights of using mass media in electoral campaign, and analyze content of mass media publications and broadcasts. Methods will include analysis availability for political parties to use particular mass media means and facilities, screening duration and timing of broadcasting for each political party and/or candidate during electoral process, rates for air time and publications in media. 

· Monitoring actions and activities of media regulatory bodies during the elections – to document actions and measures undertaken by regulatory bodies during electoral campaign, as well as analyze legal acts issued by them.[image: image1.png]



Monitoring election campaigns
· Monitoring parties’ election campaigns in terms of freedom of assembly and expression – to reveal facts of discriminatory practices in terms of availability of place and time for rallies, demonstrations and public gatherings and availability of certain facilities for a particular political group or candidate, document incidents during public events. Monitoring will cover pre-election and post-election periods. Methods will include reviewing communication between political parties/candidates seeking permission to conduct public event and official bodies or managers of facilities, interviewing political leaders and activists, reporting from public event sites. 

· Monitoring administrative abuses during electoral campaigns – to reveal discriminatory practices of misusing administrative resources in favor of certain political group or candidate. Monitoring will cover activities of bodies of territorial administration, local self-government bodies, CEC and lower electoral commissions, government agencies and institutions. 

· Reporting violations during electoral campaigns and elections –to create an opportunity for general public to report witnessed violations during electoral campaign and voting. Possible modes of collecting/reporting of facts may include setting up internet blogs, publishing newspapers inserts, running telephone hotlines. 

· Running a hotline to enable people to call the hotline number and voice their complaints without exposing themselves.  The hotline can be operated by one organization that would be well networked throughout the country and would be able to use the resources of regional organizations.  The credibility of the hotline operation and recorded complaints will be secured by the support of the international community that would provide financial and technical support to implement the idea and provide oversight throughout the duration of the hotline operation.  

· Monitoring financial spending/sources of parties’ (candidates’) electoral campaigns.

· Providing all the polling stations with copy machines to make a copy of the final protocol with the results of the voting in that particular polling station.  Voting results documented in the final protocol are allegedly falsified before they are announced by the Central Election Committee, and this simple idea of copying final protocols may play a significant role in curtailing election fraud opportunities.  

Public awareness and education initiatives
· POS’s public education and awareness initiatives would be limited to publication and dissemination of brochures for journalists, members of electoral commissions, proxies, observers and general public. A number of training sessions for journalists on professional election coverage (including legal aspects of such coverage, professional skills and ethics, etc.) are planned.  

· Social advertisements – support preparation and broadcasting of social advertisement to educate people about their electoral rights, legal remedy in cases of violation and common types of electoral frauds. The idea is to educate people about their electoral rights and demonstrate that these electoral violations are crimes and punishable under law. Social advertisements broadcast on TV should aim at breaking tolerance among the population towards any type of electoral frauds

· Information portal/website – support setting up a website which will contain information on electoral process, rights of voters, contacts of free legal aid providers, etc. 
The idea was to support a website like the one during previous elections with Internews. The success of that site, which ended up being the main source of news for the most critical period of the elections and which was highly popular, suggest that it can and should be multi-functional. Unlike the first site (the content of which was largely limited to election news and media support during elections), this one shall be more for general public and contain friendly legal information. During the elections information on legal aid centers, hotlines for violations can be placed on the site, and internet blogs for reporting cases of electoral violations can be set up. 

· TV debates – a series of TV programs to give an opportunity for representatives of political parties to present their political platforms and to debate with their political opponents face-to-face. The idea is to have in-depth topical discussions on different and critical issues, such as economy, corruption, regional (in-country) development, education, emigration, culture, health, ENP, etc.  

· Analysis of fulfillment of previous programs of political parties and candidates. 

Legal aid to victims of electoral violation and court monitoring
Legal aid will be provided to victims of electoral violations in the framework of OSIAFA’s free legal aid project in Yerevan and six marzes. The free legal aid centers will provide both consultations and court presentation. 
The strategic cases will be supported by OSIAFA’s “Strategic Litigation” project. The necessary support (lawyers, media, press conferences) will be provided by Strategic Litigation project. 
Court monitoring – looking at performance of judicial system in cases of electoral disputes and violations. Court monitoring will be conducted in the framework of OSIAF’s court monitoring project. 

Initiatives by other donors
In a view of upcoming parliamentary election a number of international organizations undertake different initiatives targeting several aspects of electoral process.

The OSCE Office in Yerevan plans to provide technical assistance for drafting amendments to the Election Code. After the adoption of amendments, the OSCE will support publication of a guidebook for electoral officials and others involved in the electoral process.

International IDEA has launched a project on “Development of Sustainable Democracy in Armenia: Enhancement of Electoral Administration and Political Participation” with a total budget of 385,414 EUR. The project has three main components: preparation of human resources, strategy and tools for professional development of electoral administration, preparation of civic/electoral education program, and enhancing political participation and dialogue.

IFES plans to provide funding for training of electoral officials in the pre-election period. IFES also works with CEC for putting in place communication network/technologies for transferring election results.

UNDP’s activities will include training of 20,000 electoral officials and preparation of training materials.

CoE assistance will be focused on capacity building for the Central Electoral Commission (technical and legal aspects in its internal organization and lower levels of electoral administration, trainings, management capacity, and technical infrastructure), seminars for judges on electoral disputes, publication and distribution of European electoral standards. 

