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Not Quite a Color Revolution in Armenia   
By Iryna Chupryna  

 
The events following the February 19 presidential elections in Armenia were 
ÒÅÍÉÎÉÓÃÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÁÎ ÁÔÔÅÍÐÔ ÁÔ ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒ ȰÃÏÌÏÒȱ ÒÅÖÏÌÕÔÉÏÎȢ 2ÏÕÎÄ-the-clock protests were 
staged at the center of Yerevan for 11 days in a row, gathering thousands of supporters 
of the opposition candidate and former president Levon Ter-Petrosian, who claimed the 
elections were massively fraudulent.  
 
Yet the epilogue was more like Belarus 2006 than Ukraine 2004. The police violently 
dispersed demonstrators and fired tracers into the Yerevan sky, leaving eight persons 
dead (according to the official tally) and dozens injured. President Robert Kocharian 
declared a state of emergency for 20 days. Under the rules of the State of Emergency, 
media were ordered to cite only official sources when covering national news and 
Internet access has been curtailed. According to the information from Prosecutor-
General Agvan Ovsepian, 106 people were arrested and accused of organizing mass 
ÄÉÓÏÒÄÅÒ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÙȭÓ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌȟ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÉÎÇ ÍÁÎÙ ÏÐÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÐÁÒÔÙ ÌÅÁÄÅÒÓȢ 4ÈÒÅÅ -0Ó 
from the opposition: Akop Akopian, Miasnik Malkhasian, and Sasson Mikaelian, ɀ were 
stripped of their immunity and arrested, while Khachatur Sukisian, another MP, who 
also had been accused of playing a role in organizing the anti-government protests, went 
into hiding.  
 
The bitter aftertaste of this violent crackdown is likely to taint Armenian politics for 
years to come. The remaining dissent will probably be systematically suppressed, 
ÄÏ×ÎÇÒÁÄÉÎÇ !ÒÍÅÎÉÁ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ &ÒÅÅÄÏÍ (ÏÕÓÅ ÓÕÒÖÅÙÓ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÇÒÏÕÐ ÏÆ ȰÐÁÒÔÌÙ-ÆÒÅÅȱ 
ÓÔÁÔÅÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÌÅÇÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ȰÎÏÔ-ÆÒÅÅȱȟ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃ ÓÉÔÕÁÔÉÏÎ ÎÏÔ ÉÍÐÒÏÖÉÎÇ ÕÎÄÅÒ 
continuous oligarch domination. The atmosphere in the run-up to the elections was 
indeed conspicuous among the elections in the post-Soviet space, where typically a 
ȰÃÁÎÄÉÄÁÔÅ ÏÆ ÐÏ×ÅÒȱ ÉÓ ÅØÐÅÃÔÅÄ ÔÏ ×ÉÎ ÁÎÄ ÏÐÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÃÁÎÄÉÄÁÔÅÓ ÁÒÅ ÅÉÔÈÅÒ ÂÁÎÎÅÄ 
from running or persecuted, ɀ the opposition engaged in vigorous and unrestrained 
electoral campaigning. But now it appears that Armenia is dramatically backsliding to 
authoritarianism.  Why did the protests fail?   
 
!ÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÏÆÆÉÃÉÁÌ ÒÅÓÕÌÔÓȟ ÔÈÅ ȰÃÁÎÄÉÄÁÔÅ ÏÆ ÐÏ×ÅÒȟȱ ÉÎÃÕÍÂÅÎÔ 0ÒÉÍÅ -ÉÎÉÓter 
Serzh Sarkisian, won outright in the first round with 52.8% of the vote, avoiding a run-
off with a slight margin. The exit polls were contradictory ɀ one conducted by the 
British -based polling firm Populus showed a victory for Sarkisian with 57.01%, while 
another exit poll by the Civic Initiative Alliance indicated the need for a run-off, with 
Ter-0ÅÔÒÏÓÉÁÎ ÇÁÉÎÉÎÇ σχȢχϷ ÃÏÍÐÁÒÅÄ ÔÏ 3ÁÒËÉÓÉÁÎȭÓ συȢτϷȢ  0ÒÅÓÉÄÅÎÔ 2ÏÂÅÒÔ 
Kocharian was constitutionally barred from running for a third term, but both he and 
3ÁÒËÉÓÉÁÎȟ ×ÈÏ ÓÅÒÖÅÄ ÁÓ ÈÉÓ ÍÉÎÉÓÔÅÒ ÏÆ ÄÅÆÅÎÓÅȟ ÂÅÌÏÎÇ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ Ȱ+ÁÒÁÂÁËÈ ÃÌÁÎȱ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ 
disputed Nagorno-Karabakh region. Mimicking Russia, Kocharian is suspected of aiming 
ÔÏ ÏÃÃÕÐÙ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÉÍÅ ÍÉÎÉÓÔÅÒȭÓ ÏÆÆÉÃÅ ɀ essentially trading places with Sarkisian to 
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maintain power and influence.  Kocharian took the lead in reacting to the post-election 
unrest and by ordering a dispersal of demonstrators led by Ter-Petrosian, who finished 
second with a suspiciously low 21.5% of the vote. Former parliamentary speaker Artur 
Bagdasarian came in third with 16.6% - and then joined the Sarkisian bandwagon, 
accepting the post of Secretary of the Security Council. 
 
Some 14,000 observers, domestic and international, were accredited. The OSCE-led 
International Election Observation Mission, which included many long-term observers 
as well as 333 short-term observers, concluded that the elections had been 
ȰÁÄÍÉÎÉÓÔÅÒÅÄ ÍÏÓÔÌÙ ÉÎ ÌÉÎÅ ×ÉÔÈ /3#% ÁÎÄ #ÏÕÎÃÉÌ ÏÆ %ÕÒÏÐÅ ÃÏÍÍÉÔÍÅÎÔÓ ÁÎÄ 
ÓÔÁÎÄÁÒÄÓȟȱ ÄÅÓÐÉÔÅ ȰÔÈÅ ÁÂÓÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÃÌÅÁÒ ÓÅÐÁÒÁÔÉon between state and party functions, 
lack of public confidence in the electoral process and ensuring equal treatment of 
ÅÌÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÃÏÎÔÅÓÔÁÎÔÓȢȱ !ÌÓÏ ρφϷ ÏÆ ÏÂÓÅÒÖÅÒÓ ÒÅÐÏÒÔÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÕÎÔ ×ÁÓ ȰÂÁÄȱ ÏÒ ȰÖÅÒÙ ÂÁÄȢ 
The CIS observation mission also approved of the balloting, creating a unique case of 
agreement amongst these two organizations, which usually give vastly contradictory 
assessments.  
 
 The situation in Armenia allowed an opportunity for a change of government 
 - ÂÅÉÎÇ Á ȰÓÅÍÉ-ÁÕÔÈÏÒÉÔÁÒÉÁÎȱ ÒÁÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÁÎ a consolidated authoritarian regime, Armenia 
allowed breathing space for an opposition and civil society, and Ter-Petrosian, as a 
former president, had many connections within the power and security structures. A 
number of defections from the Sarkisian camp followed the elections, including such top 
officials as the deputy General Prosecutor. During the mass rallies, protesters used a rich 
arsenal of methods of non-violent resistance, which had been applied during other 
Ȱcolorȱ ÒÅÖÏÌÕÔÉÏÎÓȡ ÔÅÎÔÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÅÎÔÒÁÌ ÓÑÕÁÒÅȟ ȬÓÉÔ-ÉÎȭ ÐÒÏÔÅÓÔÓȟ ÈÕÎÇÅÒ ÓÔÒÉËÅÓȟ ÁÎÄ 
filing a complaint with the Constitutional Court.   
 
Yet several critical factors prevented Armenia from joining the gallery of hopeful 
democratic changes in the former Soviet states. The attempted revolution lacked an 
important trigger ɀ namely, a large-scale election fraud exposed by domestic and 
international observers and further indicated by reliable exit polls.  Had the OSCE-
ODIHR observation mission made a more damning assessment in its preliminary 
statement, the protesters would have more easily generated international support. 
Recognition of the results by America, France, and other major Western powers 
ÃÏÎÔÒÉÂÕÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÐÒÏÔÅÓÔÅÒÓȭ ÄÅÆÌÁÔÉÏÎȢ  4ÈÅÙ ÎÅÖÅÒ ÇÁÉÎÅÄ ÔÈÅ ×ÉÄÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÃÏÖÅÒÁÇÅ 
that the Ukrainian orange revolutionaries did. 
 
!ÎÏÔÈÅÒ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÆÁÃÔÏÒ ÂÅÈÉÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÔÅÓÔÓȭ ÆÁÉÌÕÒÅ ×ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÄÕÂÉÏÕÓ ÑÕÁÌÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 
opposition. It failed to put forward a single candidate, who could likely have made it to 
the second round. Second, the rule of Ter-Petrosian is remembered for economic 
disaster and wide-spread corruption, and citizens no doubt remember his own dubious 
re-election, when the army was deployed in the streets. Though he may justly condemn 
the current regime, his personal credibility is unlikely to convince millions that his 
return to office would herald change and prosperity.  The number of protesters at most 
rallies was in the tens rather than hundreds of thousands, as they were in Ukraine in 
2004 or Serbia in 2000, and  they were not as determined. Finally, the protesters did not 
manage to strictly observe non-violent tactics; engaging in clashes with the police, with 
some reported to be armed, which is not surprising in such a conflict-riven region. 
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Both Sarkisian and Ter-Petrosian have solid pro-Russian credentials, but the new 
president is far less likely than Ter-Petrosian to work for a resolution of the Nagorno-
+ÁÒÁÂÁËÈ ÃÏÎÆÌÉÃÔȢ 4ÏÇÅÔÈÅÒ ×ÉÔÈ +ÏÃÈÁÒÉÁÎȟ ÈÅ ÉÓ ÁÍÏÎÇ ÔÈÅ ȰÈÁ×ËÓȱ ÏÎ !ÚÅÒÂÁÉÊÁÎ ÁÎÄ 
is not inclined to compromise. The conflict is likely to remain frozen for the foreseeable 
future, and a short outbreak of fighting between Armenian and Azerbaijani forces near 
the Nagorno-Karabakh region on March 4 is an alarm signal that a dangerous escalation 
of the conflict is possible. Armenia and Azerbaijan blamed each other for breaking the 
armistice. Some analysts believe that by using such provocations the Armenian 
leadership attempted to distract attention away from the internal suppression of the 
opposition.  
 
Armenia lacked the essential components for another peaceful democratic change: the 
opposition did not enjoy sufficient popular credibility, and therefore mobilization was 
quite modest. Yet it still remains deplorable that while the world has paid close attention 
to the falloÕÔ ÆÒÏÍ +ÏÓÏÖÏȭÓ ÉÎÄÅÐÅÎÄÅÎÃÅ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ 2ÕÓÓÉÁÎ ÅÌÅÃÔÉÏÎÓȟ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ 
community has failed to strongly condemn the coercive resolution of a post-election 
dispute in Armenia. This creates a dangerous precedent for dealing with similar 
developments in the future.  
 
The international community must demand a public investigation into the post-election 
violence and arrests, calling for those responsible to be held to account. While the 
Council of Europe and human rights organizations expressed their deep concern about 
the violent crackdown and the state of emergency, the reaction of the USA and main 
European powers remained muted. It appears that they are not willing to counter 
another slide into authoritarianism in the post-Soviet space.  
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