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Disclaimer 

This is not a UNHCR publication. UNHCR is not responsible for, nor does it 
necessarily endorse, its content. Any views expressed are solely those of the author or 
publisher and do not necessarily reflect those of UNHCR, the United Nations or its 
Member States. 

Capital: Yerevan 
Population: 3.0 million 
GNI/capita, PPP: US$8,140 

Source: The data above are drawn from The World Bank, World Development Indicators 2014. 

2014 Scores 

Democracy Score: 5.36 
Regime Classification: Semi-Consolidated Authoritarian Regime 
National Democratic Governance: 5.75 
Electoral Process: 5.75 
Civil Society: 3.75 
Independent Media: 5.75 
Local Democratic Governance: 5.75 
Judicial Framework and Independence: 5.50 
Corruption: 5.25 

NOTE: The ratings reflect the consensus of Freedom House, its academic advisers, and the 
author(s) of this report. The opinions expressed in this report are those of the author(s). The ratings 
are based on a scale of 1 to 7, with 1 representing the highest level of democratic progress and 7 the 
lowest. The Democracy Score is an average of ratings for the categories tracked in a given year. 

Executive Summary: 

The first years following Armenia's independence from the Soviet Union in 1991 were extremely 
turbulent. The withdrawal of Soviet economic support, a war with neighboring Azerbaijan, an 
energy crisis, and a transportation blockade that left landlocked Armenia with just two open borders 
– one with war-torn Georgia and the other with Iran – all contributed to the country's economic 
collapse in the early 1990s. Following a ceasefire in the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict in 1994, 
Armenia's economy began to recover, but the territorial conflict with Azerbaijan continued to 
simmer and the blockade by Azerbaijan and Turkey remained in effect. 
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Abrupt economic restructuring and a decline in living standards in Armenia's post-Soviet economy 
have caused social frustration and political apathy. Excessive overlap between political and 
economic interests in Armenia has depleted public trust in political elites, as has their record of 
rigged elections and corrupt administrative practices. Results of every national election since 1995 
have been challenged by the opposition, which, as a result, does not recognize the legitimacy of 
Armenia's parliament, president, or constitution and remains personality-driven and passive 
between elections. Mass postelection protests in spring 2008 evoked a violent response from the 
authorities, leaving ten protesters dead and hundreds wounded. Armenia was hard hit by the global 
economic recession, revealing structural flaws – primarily a bloated construction sector reliant on 
investment from the United States and Russia. 

From 2012 to 2013, the ruling center-right Republican Party of Armenia (HHK) won a virtual 
marathon of elections, starting with parliamentary elections in May 2012, followed by local 
elections in most communities in September, presidential elections in February 2013, and elections 
to the City Council of the capital city, Yerevan, in May. The legitimacy of the ruling party is 
actually extremely low, and social discontent is on the rise as the economy continues its slow 
recovery; however, the opposition is passive and weak, unable to create a viable or united political 
movement. In the presidential poll, the Heritage Party's Raffi Hovhannisyan achieved a record 
result of almost 40 percent, yet less than three months later, at local elections in Yerevan, the 
"Barev Yerevan" bloc established by Heritage won only 8.5 percent. In this atmosphere, the ruling 
party easily reaches its goals, whereas social protest is expressed primarily by means of civic 
activity that does not necessarily upset the political system. This political situation contributes to 
plurality in the media and to the development of civil society, but the need for viable political forces 
active outside election cycles is imminent. 

National Democratic Governance. Despite the occurrence of competitive elections, the dominance 
of the ruling HHK was reinforced in 2013 due to the weakness of the opposition. There was no 
progress in peace negotiations with Azerbaijan over the disputed Nagorno-Karabakh province. 
Progress towards European integration was undermined by the Armenian government's 
reorientation toward the Russia-led Customs Union. Armenia's national democratic governance 
rating remains unchanged at 5.75. 

Electoral Process. Presidential and Yerevan City Council elections in 2013 showed some 
improvement in the quality of election administration, conditions for campaigning, and balanced 
media coverage. Although the scope of violations decreased from the previous year, vote buying 
and voter intimidation remained major issues. In the presidential poll, the Heritage Party's Raffi 
Hovhannisyan achieved a record result of almost 40 percent, but the bloc that Heritage established 
for the local elections in Yerevan less than three months later received only 8.5 percent of the vote. 
Armenia's electoral process rating remains unchanged at 5.75. 

Civil Society. Armenia's civil society remains active, diverse, and independent. In 2013, civil 
society-led public campaigns – most notably against an increase in transportation costs and changes 
to the national pension system – gained scope and had more impact on policymaking. However, a 
consistent agenda was lacking, and most campaigns were event-driven. Armenia's civil society 
rating remains unchanged at 3.75. 

Independent Media. Television remains the most popular medium and is coopted by political 
forces, with leading national stations controlled by the ruling party. However, Armenia's online and 



print media are pluralistic and independent, and the popularity of online news sources is increasing. 
Building on a trend from the previous year, election coverage was mostly balanced and informative. 
The practice of politically motivated defamation suits significantly decreased in 2013. Armenia's 
independent media rating remains unchanged at 5.75. 

Local Democratic Governance. While nominally independent, Armenia's self-governed 
communities remain weak and underfunded. The long-planned community enlargement project is 
stalling. Elections for the City Council of Yerevan in 2013 were an improvement over previous 
local elections, but the dominance of the ruling party persisted. Armenia's local democratic 
governance rating remains unchanged at 5.75. 

Judicial Framework and Independence. Judicial bodies remained dependent on the executive 
branch and entrenched in a tradition of human rights violations. No significant structural 
improvements were made in 2013 to Armenia's overcrowded and unsanitary prison facilities, 
though a general amnesty late in the year did release 700 inmates. Armenia's judicial framework 
and independence rating remains unchanged at 5.50. 

Corruption. Corruption persists as a major and deeply rooted societal concern in Armenia. Senior 
public officials were not prosecuted for corruption in 2013 though the overall number of lawsuits 
increased. Anticorruption measures did not come to head in 2013. Armenia's corruption remains 
unchanged at 5.50. 

Outlook for 2014 

Because no national elections are planned for 2014 and as the Karabakh peace process is at a 
standstill, no significant changes are likely to occur. Civic activity will continue to develop amidst a 
growing diversity of political activity and extra-parliamentary forms of political engagement. 
However, as civil society organizations remain too weak to have a fundamental impact on politics, 
the Republican Party will most likely hold its ground with ease. The main challenge in foreign 
relations will be sustaining cooperation with Russia while also trying to collaborate with the 
European Union. 

National Democratic Governance: 

Armenia's political system operates on the basis of consensus among elite groups that control 
economic and political resources. Society has little leverage over legislative processes or political 
decision-making; consequently, trust in governing institutions is very low. Only 11 percent of 
respondents to a late 2013 survey claimed to have full or significant trust in the parliament – down 
from 16 percent the previous year. Trust in the prime minister and cabinet dropped 7 percentage 
points, to 13 percent; and trust in President Serzh Sargsyan declined from 27 percent in 2012 to 19 
percent in 2013.[1] 

Despite the weakness of the incumbent government, the even greater weakness of the opposition 
allows the Republican Party of Armenia (HHK) to dominate the political sphere. Over time, the 
HHK has merged with the state bureaucracy, further cementing the ruling party's control of 
resources. The results of every election since 1995 have been contested by the opposition, which is 
fragmented and personality-driven and remains passive between elections.. 
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Presidential elections in February 2013 saw Sargsyan reelected with 58.6 percent of the vote. First 
runner-up was the head of the Heritage Party, Raffi Hovhannisyan, who won 36.7 percent of the 
vote. Hovhannisyan, an American-born Armenian who had been the country's first foreign minister 
after independence in 1991, fared better than expected, receiving a majority of votes in Shirak 
province, in several large cities (including Gyumri and Vanadzor, the second- and third-biggest 
towns in Armenia), and in three districts of the capital city, Yerevan.[2] 

Hovhannisyan followed the opposition tradition of the last two decades by refusing to acknowledge 
his defeat, and Heritage organized countrywide protests on his behalf, including an alternative 
inauguration ceremony in early April. Nevertheless, postelection tensions were far lower than in 
2008, when opposition protests ended in bloodshed. The duration of rallies and the number of 
participants were also lower, and no clashes with police ensued. The protests gradually faded, and 
Heritage continued losing momentum until May 2013, when its candidate for the local elections in 
Yerevan received 8.5 percent – a dramatic difference from the 43 percent Hovhannisyan had won in 
Yerevan three months prior.[3] 

In August, Armenia began a constitutional review process in preparation for the first amendments to 
the constitution since 2005. One of the changes under discussion at year's end was the idea of 
transforming Armenia into a parliamentary republic. Critics of the proposal have suggested that this 
could be used to extend President Sargsyan's rule after his second term ends in 2018.[4] 

A November 2013 report by the Armenian National Statistical Service claims that nearly one-third 
of Armenian citizens lived in poverty in the previous year, with 13.5 percent classified as "very 
poor" and 2.8 percent "extremely poor."[5] In October 2013, Finance Minister Davit Sarkisyan 
presented a more optimistic picture, stating that Armenia is "no longer poor" by international 
standards.[6] The economy was badly hit by the global economic recession due to systemic 
vulnerabilities, particularly in the construction sector, and is still recovering. Gross Domestic 
Product (GDP) grew 7.5 percent in the first quarter of 2013 but slowed to just 0.6 percent in the 
second quarter and 1.4 percent in the third.[7] 

Armenia's main foreign export partner is the European Union (EU), but its economy also has strong 
ties to Russia, which controls the country's energy system. A potential increase in the cost of gas 
imports from Russia has been on the table since 2012 and finally occurred in May 2013, when 
Russia raised the gas price for Armenia from $180 to $270 per cubic meter, leading to widespread 
protests.[8] Inflation, which had remained below 3 percent throughout 2012, accelerated, peaking at 
over 9 percent in August.[9]. Meanwhile, Armenia was short on external financing, including funds 
needed to pay off foreign debt. In September, Armenia issued $700 million in Eurobonds, using 
most of them to pay off its debt to Russia.[10] Remittances from Russia also account for over 20 
percent of Armenia's GDP.[11] 

Russia's sway over Armenian foreign policy was highlighted in 2013 by a sudden change of course 
in Armenia's relations with the EU. Before September 2013, Armenia was preparing to sign an 
Association Agreement with the EU that included Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Area 
(DCFTA) provisions. The negotiations were finalized on 24 July and the signing of the agreement 
was scheduled for November.[12] However, plans for the DCFTA were abandoned shortly after 
Russia flexed its muscles by announcing a $4 billion arms deal with Azerbaijan, Armenia's 
neighbor and rival in the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict.[13] On 3 September, after an unscheduled last-
minute meeting with President Vladimir Putin in Moscow, President Sargsyan announced that 
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Armenia would be joining the Russia-led Customs Union, membership in which precludes Armenia 
from signing the Association Agreement.[14] Russia responded by guaranteeing Armenia the 
military presence and support it needs to feel safe as oil-rich Azerbaijan continues its military 
buildup.[15] The conflict between Armenia and Azerbaijan was no closer to a resolution at year's 
end. In August, former U.S. Ambassador to Bulgaria James Warlick was appointed to co-chair the 
Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) Minsk Group, the international body 
in charge of peace negotiations in the conflict. Ambassador Warlick's mission is to revive the peace 
talks amidst persistent shelling across the border, which continues to claim lives on both sides.[16] In 
addition to frequent violations of the ceasefire, the persisting idea of national enmity in both 
Armenia and Azerbaijan further complicates a highly charged dialogue.[17] 

In November, Turkey announced that it would consider opening its land border with Armenia as an 
incentive for moving progress forward on peace negotiations over Nagorno-Karabakh.[18] 

Electoral Process: 

Armenia is a semipresidential republic in which the president is the head of state and ministerial 
appointments require approval by the parliament. In practice, President Sargsyan has far more 
power than prescribed by the constitution, using the HKK majority in the parliament to ensure his 
right to hand-pick ministers and other appointed officials. Therefore, presidential elections in 
Armenia are a major means to shaping the national political landscape.[19] The year 2013 was 
crucial in this respect, as it began with a presidential election in February and continued with 
elections to local communities and the City Council of Yerevan in May, closing a cycle that had 
begun with parliamentary elections in May 2012. 

The limited participation of major opposition parties, in addition to generally low citizen 
engagement, reflected the superficial quality of the electoral process in Armenia. In December 
2012, the leaders of Prosperous Armenia, the Armenian National Congress, and the Armenian 
Revolutionary Federation announced their withdrawal from and lack of support for the race.[20] This 
left Raffi Hovhannisyan of the Heritage Party – a minor party that had received 6 percent of the 
vote in the 2012 parliamentary elections – as the main representative of an opposition that had 
already resigned from its role in electoral politics. Voter turnout was 60.2 percent, a decline from 
the 69.8 percent at the 2008 presidential elections.[21] Only 6,251 local observers were active on 
election day – one-fifth the number active during the 2012 parliamentary elections.[22] There were 
also 632 international observers, about half of them affiliated with the OSCE Office on Democratic 
Institutions and Human Rights (OSCE/ODIHR) and the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of 
Europe (PACE).[23] 

Press coverage of presidential candidates was notably more balanced than in previous elections. The 
Yerevan Press Club reported that just 16 percent of the airtime of TV and radio presenters was 
devoted to Sargsyan, whereas runner-up Hovhannisyan received 28 percent and some minor 
contenders receiving coverage comparable to that of the incumbent.[24] International observers 
praised the balanced coverage but also criticized the lack of televised debates between 
candidates.[25] 

OSCE observers noted the professional quality of election administration, respect for fundamental 
freedoms, adequate conditions for campaigning, and balanced media coverage. At the same time, 
they pointed out important flaws, including misuse of administrative resources, pressure on voters, 
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and undue interference on voting day.[26] Domestic observers echoed their concerns, emphasizing 
vote buying for petty cash or gifts, violations of the voting process, and cases of ballot stuffing.[27] 
The greatest number of serious violations, including large-scale ballot stuffing, was observed at 
station no 17/05 in the city of Artashat, 30 kilometers from Yerevan.[28] Overall, however, both 
domestic and international observers noted a decrease in the number of violations; the OSCE 
reported that violations serious enough to affect the outcome of the election occurred at 5 percent of 
polling stations,[29] compared to 9.4 percent in the 2012 parliamentary elections.[30] 

In the absence of strong competitors, Sargsyan campaigned passively. Three of his opponents 
declared hunger strikes during the run-up to the election day, the longest of which lasted three days 
and none of which appeared to affect the overall campaign.[31] One contender, Paruyr Hayrikyan, 
was shot in the shoulder in a botched assassination attempt three weeks before election day. 
Another marginal candidate, Vardan Sedrakyan, was found guilty of organizing the attempt and 
sentenced to 14 years in jail.[32] 

The only semblance of serious opposition campaigning came from Hovhannisyan's team, which 
employed American-style door-to-door outreach and extensive social media. Hovhannisyan's 
platform centered on vague promises of social equality and recognition of the independence of 
Nagorno-Karabakh. Although Hovhannisyan did not try to unite opposition factions, he achieved 
high public recognition (40 percent against Sargsyan's 41) and received 37 percent of the vote.[33] 
Citing electoral fraud, he refused to accept the election results and filed a petition with the Central 
Electoral Commission (CEC).[34] The CEC responded that it had never seen such an 
"unsubstantiated and groundless petition,"[35] but it still annulled the results of Station 17/05 in 
Artashat, where the greatest number of grave violations was observed.[36] 

Hovhannisyan dubbed his postelection pushback the "barevolution," a wordplay on the colloquial 
Armenian greeting "barev" ("hello") and a reference to his direct campaigning style.[37] The 
barevolution peaked when hundreds of protesters attended an alternative inauguration ceremony for 
Hovhannisyan on 6 April (the day Sargsyan was sworn in for his second term).[38] The momentum 
from the protests did not last long, and Heritage's "Barev Yerevan" bloc received just 8.5 percent of 
the vote at Yerevan City Council elections the next month.[39] 

Although the postelection events show one of the positive aspects of Armenian domestic politics – 
that is, the responsiveness of civil society – they also highlight persistent underlying flaws of the 
electoral system. These extend beyond violations to a deep mistrust of elections within the 
electorate itself, a lack of issue-based dialogue, and weak interparty dialogue both during and 
beyond elections. As these issues are mutually reinforcing, they contribute not only to general 
wariness of elections as a democratic institution but also a low level of public engagement with 
political issues. 

Civil Society: 

As of 2012, the Ministry of Justice had registered 4,543 civil society organizations (CSOs) in 
Armenia,[40] although only 15-20 percent of them are consistently active.[41] The strengths of 
Armenian civil society are advocacy, infrastructure, expertise, and organizational capacity, while 
their main weaknesses are feeble connections to the public and poor financial sustainability. As 
many CSOs rely heavily on foreign funding, their activities and continuity are vulnerable to funding 
fluctuations or interruptions. 
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Public perception of CSOs is another problem. According to Caucasus Barometer data for 2013, 
there is more mistrust than trust of organized civil society among the Armenians. For example, 18 
percent of respondents "fully" or "somewhat" trusted NGOs in 2013, compared to 21 percent in 
2012; levels of distrust stood at 36 percent in 2013, while ambivalence ("neither trust nor distrust") 
was reported by 34 percent of respondents.[42] 

Despite these weaknesses and unlike organized political elites, civil society actors (more often 
individuals and groups, rather than major organizations) remained active in 2013, organizing their 
activities around a number of social, political, and economic issues and successfully affecting key 
government decisions. Throughout the year, civil society activity occurred on an event- or issue-
driven basis rather than through comprehensive organizational agendas. As the year began with the 
presidential election, CSOs also began with monitoring, dialogue around associated issues, and – 
after the results were announced – demonstrations either in support of or against the winner. 
Although fewer domestic organizations acted as observers in 2013 than in 2012,[43] the weakness of 
organized debate and dialogue among political actors left civil society to serve as an alternative 
arena for politics. The activities of domestic observers during the 2013 elections actually 
highlighted one of the burgeoning successes of civil society in the past few years – namely, use of 
social media, the internet, and public journalism. The crowdsourcing platform iDitord 
("iObserver"), which has been launched before the parliamentary elections in 2012, was 
successfully used to allow activists and ordinary citizens from across the country to record and 
publicize their observations (including videos, photos, and information on violations).[44] It is 
perhaps the best example of a small but growing dimension of innovation in Armenian civil society. 

Public protests took place frequently in 2013, increasing in scope, efficiency, and even international 
notice.[45] The best example was the movement against the increased cost of public transportation in 
Yerevan, which grew into perhaps the most dynamic social campaign in recent history. Contrary to 
the pre-election promises of newly elected Mayor Taron Markaryan, the Yerevan Department of 
Transportation announced a 50 percent rise in bus fares in July, raising them from AMD 100 to 
AMD 150 (from $0.25 to $0.37, approximately) per trip.[46] The mayor's office justified the decision 
by citing high inflation and the increased price of Russian gas, the fuel used by municipal buses. 
Mass protests ensued, led by activists and drawing notable youth participation. This was the largest 
non-political movement in recent years, involving up to 7,000 participants. Even more notable than 
the high participation and youth involvement was the practice of solidarity through civil 
disobedience that emerged between diverse social groups. In addition to a number of bus drivers 
continuing to accept the lower fare, ordinary citizens as well as groups of celebrities began offering 
shared rides to commuters, culminating in a shadow transportation system facilitated by its own 
website, FreeCar.am.[47] One week after the beginning of the protests, the mayor's office gave in to 
public pressure and suspended its decision to raise transportation fares, although it admitted that 
current fares are insufficient to provide quality service or decent pay for drivers.[48] After this, most 
protests dissolved, but one picket remained round-the-clock in front of the City Council building. 
One of its participants was assaulted by unknown persons.[49] Commenting on the movement, Prime 
Minister Tigran Sargsyan (unrelated to President Sargsyan) not only hailed it as definitive for 
Armenian civil society but also said that it was fueled by youth who are motivated by a quest for 
social equality, justice, and protesting against poverty.[50] 

Young Armenians were also highly active in August 2013, when the Ministry of Education 
announced its intentions to raise state university tuitions by $50-$500, depending on department 
and degree. After several days of protests, a bill was passed that set an upper limit on tuition fees 
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and prescribed more financial incentives for high grades, although fees increased in some 
universities, anyway.[51] 

Minor protests took place throughout the year. A recurrent protest issue was the plight of Karabakh 
war veterans, many of whom are living in poverty. The protest escalated over time, and one of the 
veterans was arrested in September.[52] A number of marginal and radical groups were also active in 
2013. An anonymous illiberal group that calls itself the "One Nation Party" targeted religious 
minorities, putting up numerous posters calling for intolerance towards "sects." The City Council 
organized the removal of the posters, but they reappeared. This type of intolerance is not 
uncommon in a country where 90 percent of residents identify with Armenian Apostolic Church, 
which is afforded privileges by law; though minority religious groups made no major legal 
complaints in 2013, they have often been subjected to societal intolerance and discrimination, 
including by employers and media.[53] The issue of sexual minorities also came to the spotlight in 
July, when a marginal conservative group called the All-Armenian Parents Committee staged 
protests against the newly adopted Law on Ensuring the Equal Rights and Equal Opportunities of 
Women and Men, meant to ensure equality and criminalize gender-based discrimination. The 
protesters argued that by introducing the term "gender" into Armenian legislation, the law gives a 
legal foothold to sexual minorities. The public's attention was thus shifted from the equality of men 
and women, which remains highly problematic in practice, towards the issue of sexual minorities. 
Several women's CSO reported harassment.[54] The protests subsided after the law was sent back for 
amendment in September. 

Compared to previous election years, the level of violence against civil society activists and 
between activists and the police was relatively low in 2013. Although police often stopped 
gatherings and detained demonstrators, the only full-scale clash between law enforcement and 
protesters occurred when a group of nationalists, many of them wearing Guy Fawkes masks, 
gathered at Freedom Square in Yerevan on 5 November, armed with wooden poles, homemade 
explosives, and flares. Their leader, Shant Harutyunyan, the head of the obscure nationalist 
Tseghakron Party, proclaimed a revolution and called on his supporters to seize the Presidential 
Palace and other government buildings. As the protesters exited Freedom Square, the riot police 
moved in to arrest them. In the ensuing scuffle, the protesters used their homemade explosives and 
poles. Several police officers were hurt, and 37 protesters were detained. Seventeen were later 
released, and the remaining 20 are awaiting trial on various charges.[55] Two prominent CSO staff – 
Haykak Aramashyan, Project Coordinator of the Yerevan Press Club, and Suren Saghatelyan, a 
board member of Transparency International's Armenia chapter – were also assaulted in the street 
on 5 September; a criminal investigation was ongoing at year's end.[56] 

At the end of the year, protests unfolded in connection to two major issues that will continue into 
2014. The first, Armenia's potential membership in the Russia-led Customs Union, incited not only 
demonstrations but also discussion of Armenia's international role and future.[57] The second 
concerned a new law that would require citizens born after 1973 (that is to say, a group including 
Armenia's young professional class) to pay 5 percent of their monthly earnings to a pension fund.[58] 
The movement set up a website, Dem.am ("I'm against" in Armenian), which subsequently became 
their slogan. On December 17, a 1,500-strong rally against the pension reform included activists 
from political parties. At the end of the year, it was yet unclear whether civil society actors would 
be able to facilitate dialogue with the government or affect the proposed pension reform in a 
meaningful way. However, the protests did grab the attention of major opposition parties, four of 
which submitted a case against the proposed changes to the Constitutional Court.[59] 
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Independent Media: 

Print and online media in Armenia are diverse. The online community is growing rapidly, and the 
internet is becoming an increasingly reliable platform for independent information and opinions. 
However, television remains by far the most popular medium for news and entertainment, and 
political bias in broadcast media is heavy. As with coverage of the parliamentary elections in 2012, 
however, campaign coverage in 2013 showed a significant and increasing level of balance. 

A poll conducted in January-February 2013 reported that the internet was a main source of 
information for 37 percent of respondents (up from 15 percent in 2010). Television was a main 
source for 91 percent (down from 95 percent in 2010), whereas radio and print press were down at 
12 percent and 14 percent, respectively.[60] In 2013, 46 percent of Armenians went online at least 
once a week, whereas just 15 percent bought newspapers.[61] Since the internet is a free medium in 
Armenia,[62] online access means that more users have access to alternative sources of information. 
In 2013, the majority of Armenian youth were online and in social networks; a reported 580,000 
Armenians used Facebook every month.[63] 

Two national television stations, Kentron and Yerkir Media, campaigned for the opposition in 2013. 
Although the law forbids media to be affiliated with political parties, Kentron serves as the media 
arm of the Prosperous Armenia party, while Yerkir promotes the interests of the Dashnaktsutyun 
party. Election coverage monitoring by the Yerevan Press Club showed that coverage of the 
presidential campaign was balanced,[64] whereas during the campaign to Yerevan City Council, the 
ruling party was more often covered in a negative light for the first time in its history, with the most 
criticism coming from Kentron and Yerkir.[65] 

Politically motivated defamation lawsuits became less common in 2013.[66] Suits were filed against 
Mir TV, several opposition newspapers (Zhoghovurd, Hraparak, Aravot, Haykakan Zhamanak), 
and the portal News.am, among others, but all of them were dismissed. In May, blogger Tigran 
Kocharyan won a defamation lawsuit against an opposition weekly, Chorrord Ishkhanutyun, after 
the paper ran a story accusing him of "fascism" and using other derogatory language against him.[67] 

Meanwhile, the number of threats and attacks against journalists increased from 4 cases in 2012 to 
10 in 2013.[68] On 24 August, the coordinator of the Armenia Today news agency was detained by 
police during a civic protest and, according to his testimony, assaulted by officers while inside a 
police vehicle.[69] On 27 April, a police officer pushed and verbally abused Ani Hovannisyan, a 
reporter for Hetq.am, a website run by the Investigative Journalists NGO.[70] Following a police 
investigation, the officer in question was fired. However, on 3 May, threats against Hovhannisyan 
appeared in the online comments to her video report. Five days later, she received a call from a 
Russian phone number with threats against her and her family. The editorial staff of Hetq believes 
the abuse may have been linked to research Hovhannisyan was doing on offshore accounts of public 
officials and Armenian investments in Georgia.[71] 

Several instances of interference with the work of journalists were also registered during the 
February elections. A member of the organization Journalists for Human Rights was attacked at 
polling station 17/05 in the city of Artashat, the site of many serious electoral violations. An 
incident involving two more journalists – reporters from the news site 1in.am and the Hraparak 
newspaper – occurred at the same station. At polling station 9/27 in Yerevan, a reporter for Aravot 
was assaulted.[72] 
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Online media – including social media – were involved in as many conflicts and lawsuits in 2013 as 
traditional news sources. At the end of 2012, parliamentary deputy Tigran Urikhanyan (Prosperous 
Armenia) sued blogger Edgar Barsegyan for a satirical photo collage he had published online. The 
online community came to Barsegyan's defense, causing Urikhanyan to withdraw his claim in May 
2013. In June, journalist Armen Dulyan was fired from his job as a presenter on Shant TV for 
making a derogatory Facebook comment about the public broadcaster.[73] Not long after that, a 
police officer received an official reprimand for making an abusive Facebook comment about a 
journalist.[74] 

The official report on the implementation of the EU Neighborhood Policy in Armenia in 2012 
(published March 2013) criticized the state of media freedom in Armenia, recommending 
improvements in broadcasting legislation that would encourage the pluralism of broadcasters.[75] In 
October,   OSCE   Representative   on   Freedom   of   the   Media   Dunja   Mijatović   met   with   Armenian  
Foreign Minister Edward Nalbandyan and reminded him of the need to introduce long-promised 
amendments in broadcasting legislation to ensure pluralism.[76] 

Intellectual property, both legally and in practice, was not well protected in 2013. Media reports 
from major outlets were frequently recycled online, often without mention of the source. On 21 
May, the editors-in-chief of nine Armenian print media published a statement expressing concern 
over the growing number of copyright violations online and asserting that online media 
republishing other outlets' work should be required to sign contracts with the original 
publications.[77] A month later, the editors of 15 online media made a joint statement to the same 
effect.[78] In response, the parliament adopted amendments to the Law on Copyright. Mentioning 
sources is now obligatory when quoting from newspapers, and copying an entire story requires the 
consent of its author.[79] The draft legislation was shared with journalists and adjusted on the basis 
of their feedback before its adoption on 30 September. 

Local Democratic Governance: 

Local governance in Armenia is weak and inefficient, as remains true in many postcommunist 
states. Each of Armenia's self-governing communities has a representative body called the Council 
of Elders with 5 to 15 members and an executive body (municipality) led by the community head 
(mayor). Council members and mayors are elected via public ballot for three-year terms. Mayors 
are accountable to the Council of Elders, although implementation procedures are often lacking. 

Armenia's total population is approximately 3 million, with over one-third of the population 
concentrated in Yerevan. This means that many of the Armenia's 915 communities are very small 
and cannot collect sufficient revenue to sustain basic services. Communities' main expenses are 
education (33.2 percent) and municipal administration and services (26.3 percent).[80] The income 
of municipal budgets accounted for just 2.7 percent of Armenia's GDP in the first half of 2013,[81] 
with over half of this amount coming from state budget subsidies.[82] Most taxes go directly into the 
state budget, and communities only receive land and real estate taxes. The smaller the community, 
the less financially sustainable it is. Indeed, the only financially independent community of 
Armenia is the capital city, Yerevan. No changes to taxation or community income structures were 
made in 2013, nor did the government move forward with a long-planned reform merging 
Armenia's communities into 200 larger units. The main obstacle to the latter change is resistance 
from mayors, many of whom will lose their jobs if it is implemented. 
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For the first time, elections in most of Armenia's communities in 2012 brought victory to HHK in a 
majority of the country's municipalities. Previously, the majority of mayors had no party affiliation; 
now, two out of are HHK members. Local officials in several regions where Sargisyan lost in 2013 
actually stepped down shortly the elections. These included the governor of Shirak province, Ashot 
Giziryan, who resigned three days after his province voted for Hovhannisyan. He was replaced by 
Felix Tsolakyan, former deputy director of the National Security Service and former head of the 
State Tax Service.[83] The Mayor of Armavir city, where Sargsyan also lost, handed in his 
resignation, but the government rejected it. 

In May 2013, Yerevan elected its City Council via a proportional ballot, following which the 
winning party nominated the mayor. The candidates included incumbent mayor Taron Margaryan 
of the HHK, former Foreign Minister Vardan Oskanian of the Prosperous Armenia party, Armen 
Martirosyan of Heritage, and others. As such a large percentage of the national population lives in 
Yerevan and because the election for City Council was held soon after the presidential poll, the 
municipal election acquired nationwide importance. The election campaign was quite active, with 
the ruling party and the opposition employing very different strategies. The incumbent authorities 
emphasized the logistical and managerial aspects of municipal government, whereas the opposition 
treated the post of mayor of the capital city as a political office that would offer the winner an 
opportunity to initiate countrywide change.[84] 

The results of this election were very disappointing for the opposition and especially for Heritage, 
whose electoral bloc "Barev Yerevan" received only 8.5 percent of the vote. The incumbent HHK 
won with 56 percent, securing Mayor Margaryan's reelection, and Prosperous Armenia followed 
with 23.1 percent. Other parties did not make it past the threshold required to win seats in the 
Council of Elders (6 percent for parties, 8 percent for blocs). The opposition claimed that the 
election had not been fair and refused to acknowledge its results.[85] However, unlike in previous 
years, all the parties accepted their mandates to the Council of Elders. The 6,595 domestic observers 
present at this election[86] registered 417 violations, 80 percent more than the number of violations 
registered in Yerevan during the presidential elections.[87] 

Shortly after the elections, the governor of Syunik province, Suren Khachatryan, was forced to 
resign in connection with the fatal shooting of Avetik Budaghyan, who had run (unsuccessfully) for 
mayor of Goris, one of Syunik's largest cities. Budaghyan's brother and Governor Khachatryan's 
bodyguard were wounded in the shooting, which took place at the governor's home on 2 June.[88] 
Khachatryan's son was arrested for the crime but soon released, prompting widespread media 
speculation and accusations of judicial foulplay from the political opposition.[89] Commenting on 
Khachatryan's resignation, HHK spokesperson Eduard Sharmazanov said that the decision was the 
result of the party's "political evaluation" of the incident.[90] A month after the shooting, a new 
governor was appointed – HHK member Vahe Hakobyan, the son of the director of the largest 
copper and molybdenum mine in Armenia. In October, the governor of Ararat province also 
resigned, reportedly under pressure from the central government, and was replaced by former 
minister of agriculture Aramais Grigoryan.[91] 

In the spirit of collaboration with civil society, the coordinator of the Association of Young 
Lawyers' Anti-Corruption Center in Aragatsotn, Mushegh Abgaryan, was appointed vice-governor 
of Aragatsotn province on 28 September. 
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Women's involvement in local government remains low and has been decreasing in the last four 
years. None of Armenia's 48 cities and only 20 of 866 rural communities have female mayors.[92] In 
the 10 provinces, there are no female governors and just two female vice-governors. 

Judicial Framework and Independence: 

Armenian society has low trust in the judiciary, which is permeated with corruption and remains 
closely connected to executive authorities. The functioning of the justice system remains one of the 
weakest links of Armenian governance. Police make arbitrary arrests without warrants, beat 
detainees during arrest and interrogation, and use torture to extract confessions. 

On 10 June 2013, 200 lawyers gathered in front of the Court of Cessation in Yerevan to 
demonstrate against arbitrary decision-making and double standards in the judicial system.[93] In 
December, Ombudsman Karen Andreasyan published a scathing report detailing corruption in the 
court system that included a judicial bribe "price list," ranging from $500 to $50,000.[95] Judges, 
too, denied the accusations in the report.[96] 

In May, President Sargsyan dismissed the head of the Special Investigation Service, Andranik 
Mirzoyan, for failing to transform the organization into an efficient and independent body.[97] In 
mid-June, the police began investigating the alleged misuse of procurement and tender procedures 
by the Office for Implementation of Judicial and Legal Programs.[98] 

On 13 September, Prosecutor General Aghvan Hovsepyan's six-year term ended. He was succeeded 
by former military prosecutor Gevorg Kostanyan, who promised to boost public trust in the judicial 
system.[99] Shortly thereafter, President Sarsgyan announced the establishment of a new centralized 
investigative body jointly affiliated with the Ministry of Defense, the police, and the Tax Service. 
Hosvepyan was appointed head of the commission in charge of establishing the new body, which 
was expected to begin operations in January 2014.[100] 

State penitentiaries and detention facilities are severely overcrowded in Armenia, where the 
acquittal rate was just 1.6 percent in 2012.[101] Although the law prescribes a floor area of 4 square 
meters per prison inmate, prisoners in 2012 had an average of less than 1.5 square meters each, so 
that convicts in some facilities had to take turns sleeping. Overcrowding was reduced in late 2013 
by a large-scale amnesty of 700 inmates.[102] Among the prisoners granted an early release was 
Armenian National Congress activist Tigran Arakelyan, convicted in 2011 of disorderly conduct 
and disobeying the police in a conflict.[103] Two police officers jailed for using torture were also 
amnestied despite the protests of human rights activists.[104] 

Prison conditions are dangerously unsanitary, and inmates have inadequate access to medical care. 
In 2012, 28 inmates died while incarcerated – the equivalent of 59 deaths per 10,000 inmates, a very 
high mortality rate by international standards.[105] The rate has declined since its peak in 2010.[106] 
Planned improvements involve shutting down all 12 existing penitentiaries and replacing them with 
3 modern ones.[107] However, the construction of the first new facility, a prison in the city of 
Armavir worth $20 million and intended to house 1,240 inmates, had not yet been finalized at year's 
end. 

In March 2013, the parliament's Standing Commission on State and Legal Matters approved the 
Armenian National Congress's proposal for a new parliamentary commission dedicated to 
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investigating the events of March 2008, when a postelection opposition rally ended in the deaths of 
10 people, including 2 police officers. However, the ruling party's faction in the parliament voted 
down the bill down with 58 votes against 47.[108] 

At the end of 2012, 30 conscientious objectors remained in prison. They included Jehovah's 
Witnesses who had won a case against the Republic of Armenia at the European Court of Human 
Rights (ECHR).[109] Although a law on alternative military service was passed back in 2003, the 
service remained under military supervision and did not function as intended. In May 2013, the Law 
on Alternative Service was amended, leaving the alternative military service under the control of 
the military but also establishing an alternative civic service under government supervision.[110] The 
duration of alternative service was also reduced from 35 to 30 months. 

Corruption: 

A high level of corruption has been one of the key challenges to Armenia's economic development 
and democratization since independence. Despite a number of improvements, corruption remains 
pervasive, and bribery and nepotism are reportedly common among government officials, who are 
rarely prosecuted or removed for abuse of office. In 2013, the National Statistical Office recorded 
782 registered corruption crimes, compared to 561 in 2012.[111] 

In June, the Control Chamber of Armenia presented its annual report on state spending. The 
analysis described numerous cases of embezzlement in the spheres of procurement, urban planning, 
road construction, education, and protection of the environment.[112] Control Chamber chair Ishkhan 
Azkaryan stated that the only part of the budget free from corruption risks was social welfare; the 
rest, or 70 percent of the budget, is prone to corruption. This statement was harshly criticized by 
President Sargsyan, who called the Control Chamber's conclusions incorrect and shortsighted.[113] 

Major industries, including foreign trade, remain dominated by monopolies, which also creates 
opportunities for corruption. The World Economic Forum strongly criticized Armenia's weak 
antimonopoly policies in 2013,[114] and the World Bank's 2013 annual Doing Business report named 
foreign trade as the most problematic and corruption-prone business sector in the country.[115] 

While recorded corruption incidents increased in 2013, the number of people who reported having 
engaged directly in bribery declined. According to Transparency's 2013 Global Corruption 
Barometer, 18 percent of respondents in Armenia reported paying bribes between September 2012 
and March 2013,[116] compared to 23 percent in the previous reporting period. This improvement 
brings bribery levels in Armenia closer to those reported in other Central and Eastern European 
countries like Latvia (19 percent), Romania (17 percent), and the Czech Republic (15 percent).[117] 

Low tax collection, another symptom of weak and corrupt institutions, has been improving since 
2009, when taxes and social payments accounted for just 19.9 percent of GDP.[118] In the first half 
of 2013, taxes accounted for 29.5 percent of GDP. In 2013, the government launched a simplified 
system of tax forms, which may lead to further improvements in this area.[119] 

Two additional infrastructural changes have the potential to increase transparency. In 2013, the 
Special Investigative Service of Armenia set up a website that publishes information on traffic 
accidents and crimes committed by police officers, including corruption. A new modern building 
for the Department for Visas and Passports was opened in 2013;[120] its digitized documentation 
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processing, along with new biometric passports to be introduced in 2014, is expected to reduce 
corruption risks.[121] 

There were no corruption charges brought against senior officials in 2013. The more significant 
lower-level arrests of the year included that of the deputy chief operative of the Nubarashen district 
penitentiary in Yerevan, who was arrested in July 2013 for accepting a bribe.[122] In September, the 
deputy chief of the Department of Social Welfare of Army Personnel was arrested for soliciting a 
bribe from the parents of a soldier who had died in service in exchange for implementing their son's 
legally guaranteed death entitlements. In October, two officers of the Penitentiary Department of 
the Ministry of Justice were arrested for soliciting and receiving a bribe to add to the name of a 
particular inmate who was eligible for the amnesty to the official list.[123] 

The most scandalous corruption allegations of the year implicated Prime Minister Tigran Sargsyan 
and the archbishop of the Ararat diocese of the Armenian Apostolic Church, Navasard Kchoyan. 
Hetq published materials in May suggesting that the prime minister and the archbishop, in 
partnership with business operator Ashot Sukiasyan, had used aliases to register an offshore 
company in Cyprus worth several million dollars.[124] Hetq also claimed that the company in 
question, Wlispera, was directly connected to a case involving the seizure of assets worth $30 
million from businessman Paylak Hayrapetyan. Prime Minister Sargsyan called the allegations 
"nonsense" and filed a claim to the Prosecutor General of Cyprus for an investigation. He received 
no written response to his inquiry from Prosecutor General Petros Klerides, who stated in an oral 
interview that no one could register a company in his country under an alias.[125] In a public spat, 
Prime Minister Sargsyan countered that one could register a company in Cyprus in the name of 
anyone, even a dead person, and added that he himself had never been there.[126] Information about 
the offshore company remains contested and contradictory. 
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