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[Abstract] This report offers an in-dept analysis of the role of international election obser-
vation missions in during the political upheavals in Kyrgyzstan in 2005. It presents the work
of three leading, young academics from Kyrgyzstan. The report forms part of the ‘NUPI
Network for Election Observation and Exchange’. This is project that is supported by the
Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The starting point for the assessments presented
here is the realisation that international election observer missions played a central part in
the events that eventually lead to the toppling of President Askar Akaev’s administration

in march 2005. Kyrgyzstan is also a case that highlights the immense challenges that face
election observation missions in non consolidated democracies of the former Soviet Union.
Many of these countries, Kyrgyzstan included, have developed traditions of deep-seated
and sophisticated manipulation of election procedures. Given these preconditions, the three
articles aim to assess from differing perspectives how election observation was conducted in
the country in 2005.






NUPI Network for Election
Observation and Exchange

The present volume is the first publication produced within the project NUPI
Network for Election Observation and Exchange. This initiative, funded by
the Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, has both a research and a
practical component. The research part seeks to facilitate research on
election observation and democratic developments in Moldova, the Caucasus
and Central Asia. A key aim is to enable and facilitate research by scholars
from the region.

Increasingly, international election observers are playing a prominent role
in political developments in the former Soviet states. Some election
observation missions have been criticised for being too influenced by
Western ideas and for unjustly propagating Western standards and practices
in the new countries of the East. A core idea behind the project is that
election observation should not create a top—down relationship between
Western and non-Western countries, but that all countries should have the
chance to participate in the international community and be involved in
efforts to strengthen democratic and human rights norms.

Key project outcomes from the first phase include:

= 27 observers from Moldova, the Caucasus and Central Asia
monitored the Norwegian parliamentary elections on 12 September
2005. The Norwegian Helsinki Committee (NHC), with the support
of NUPI, organised this mission. A report detailing findings and
suggesting improvements has been submitted by NHC to the
Norwegian Ministry of Local Government and Regional
Development.

= 24 observers from Moldova, the Caucasus and Central Asia
monitored the local elections in Kyrgyzstan on 18 December 2005.
Their report, with findings and suggestions for improvements, has
been submitted to the Central Committee for Elections and
Referenda.

=  WebPages with election observation resources and news have been
launched, http://www.cac-elections.net.

= Networking among election experts, researchers and civil society
has been enhanced in the sphere of election observation in the
region.

= Two NUPI reports comprising nine articles by scholars from the
region are being published — one of which is the present volume.
The other report offers in-depth analyses of key aspects of the legal
and political framework for election observation in Azerbaijan.

= A seminar has been conducted at the OSCE Academy Bishkek:
‘Role, Effect and Status of Election Observation in Central Asia and
the Caucasus’.
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The purpose of this report is twofold: to offer an in-depth analysis of the role
of international election observation missions during the political upheaval
in Kyrgyzstan in 2005, and to present the work of leading young academics
from Kyrgyzstan. This is the first scholarly publication within the project
‘NUPI Network for Election Observation and Exchange’.!

Kyrgyzstan is an interesting case, for two reasons. First, whether
willingly or unwillingly, the international election observer missions played
a central part in the events that eventually led to the toppling of the
administration of President Askar Akaev. Second, Kyrgyzstan highlights the
immense challenges that face election observation missions in the non-
consolidated democracies of the former Soviet Union. Many of these
countries, Kyrgyzstan included, have developed traditions of deep-seated
and sophisticated manipulation of election procedures. Given these two
features, how were the international election observation missions carried
out in Kyrgyzstan? The three articles presented here provide differing
answers and insights on this issue.

Kyrgyzstan was in 2005 (and arguably still is in 2006) a non-consolidated
democracy. At a superficial level Kyrgyzstan embodied key features of a
liberal democracy. It had elected officials, frequent elections and a
constitution articulating liberal principles. There were relatively high levels
of freedom of expression, and the populace had access to alternative sources
of information. People were free to form independent associations, and there
was inclusive citizenship (See Dahl, 2002.). There were also, however, some
striking visible shortcomings. These included little or no change in political
leaders and the political elite since 1991, and the dominance of the executive
over the judicial and legal branches.

Additional and less apparent features of Kyrgyzstan’s political system
were closely associated with the composition of state structures themselves.
Arguably the state was not so much a coherent top—down governing

I The key aims of this project have been to enhance the participation of
observers from Moldova, Central Asia and the Caucasus in international
observation missions and to facilitate research on the role of election
observation in democratic developments in Moldova, Central Asia and
the Caucasus. Further information on the project is presented in a
separate section of this report.
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structure, as an arena where informal groups competed for position,
influence and resources. Kyrgyzstan exhibited many features of a ‘patronage
democracy’: a democracy in which access to resources, jobs and services is
concentrated in the state; and elected or appointed officials have the power
to distribute these resources to voters and associates, which they prefer to do
in an personalised, rather than formalised, way. (See Chandra, 2004.) This
was paralleled with the near-total absence of movements, interest groups or
political parties that could coherently channel specific political demands or
platforms stemming from the broader populace to the level of the governing
elites. With a few exceptions, most of Kyrgyzstan’s independent associations
had been elite NGOs or person-centred political parties. Politics was more
about the competition for scarce goods through securing access to
government positions — and less about competing political visions for the
development of the country.

Moreover, Kyrgyzstan had inherited from Soviet times a long and deep-
seated tradition of holding elections as manipulated and symbolic spectacles
rather than as expressions of the preferences of the voting public. This
merged with manipulation techniques that developed in the post-1991
transition period. New and sophisticated ways of manipulating democratic
processes have taken hold in many post-Soviet countries, argues Andrew
Wilson in his Virtual Politics: Faking Democracy in the Post-Soviet World
(2005). He highlights how the administrative machinery of the state on the
local and central levels has been mobilised so as to secure a favourable
outcomes for those in power; how opposition groups and parties create
‘clones’ so as to deflect attention away from real opponents; and how
widespread ‘black PR’ from central media outlets undermines opponents.
Wilson’s book underlines, as does Karagulova’s article on Kyrgyzstan in this
volume, the fact that most regimes in former Soviet space employ proactive,
deliberate and comprehensive strategies to manipulate election processes and
their outcomes. Similarly, Susan Hyde (forthcoming) has pointed out that
international election observer missions may have encouraged innovations in
cheating during elections. She terms this cheating ‘prudent manipulation’ —
the idea being that rulers, like the Machiavellian ‘Prince’, know ‘when to be
good and when not to be good, while maintaining at all times a superficial
appearance of goodness’.

What were the implications of these aspects of Kyrgyzstan’s political
system for election observation missions in 2005? An immediate implication
was that any efforts to uncover manipulation became a political act, since
manipulation was such a central feature of the ruling elites’ political
strategies. As Elnura Osmonalieva points out in her article in this volume:
‘[the election observers’] presence was an annoyance to [the heads of the
Precinct Election Commissions] on a very stressful day. It was often a
hindrance: it is hard to cheat, intimidate, bribe and falsify when there are
people around who do not depend on you in any way, and who have the
authority and possibility of telling the wider audience that you cheat, and,
more importantly, to the bosses in [the capital] that you did not manage to
cover up the cheating.’

The formal and informal political practices of Kyrgyzstan and other
countries that share features of ‘patronage democracies’ raise questions as to
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what should be the criteria for labelling an election ‘free and fair’. In what
ways — if any — is, for example, vote buying a violation of free and fair
election procedures? Do we have the appropriate methodologies to capture
sophisticated manipulation strategies — and is it the role of international
election observation missions to do so?

These are questions in urgent need of debate, but unfortunately they do
not fully fall within the proper scope of this volume. The purpose here is
merely to highlight the challenges that have faced election observation in
Kyrgyzstan — and to do so through presenting assessments from scholars
from Kyrgyzstan.

The articles collected in this volume examine various aspects of election
observation. A key argument that surfaces in all three articles, despite the
differences in focus, is that election observation often becomes a political
activity — whether or not the mission organisers make efforts to either
prevent or augment participation in the political struggles associated with
elections.

Emil Juraev, in his ‘Election observation: an institution under threat? The
case of Kyrgyzstan’, profiles the various international observation missions
that operated in Kyrgyzstan during the parliamentary and presidential
elections. His article highlights the sharp differences in how these missions
reported on the elections, and argues that the government deliberately
ensured that there were ‘pro-government’ election missions operating, as a
strategy to neutralise the effect of critical observation reports. Juraev also
voices significant concern over the future of election observation as an
international institution, noting that the work of all international missions
during the presidential elections in July 2005 was highly problematic.

‘Danger ahead: the government discourse in Kyrgyzstan on elections and
observation before 24 March 2005’ by Anara Karagulova examines the
rhetorical tactics that government-affiliated media used against protest
movements, opposition politicians and election observation missions prior to
the ousting of President Askar Akaev on 24 March 2005. The article presents
fascinating material from three major newspapers in Kyrgyzstan in the
period January—March 2005. Karagulova uses the insights of discourse
theory and critical security studies as a starting point for assessing how the
government media affixed notions of ‘danger’ and labels such as
‘indigenous/alien’ to local and international actors — including observation
missions. Her article indicates that the government-affiliated media
published news stories and comments that carried biases against some
observation missions. In many cases the media also failed to report when
official statements of the observer missions noted failures or shortcomings.
Karagulova argues that the negative information campaign against foreign
activities, including international observation missions, in advance of the
elections undermined the activities and statements of observers during and
after the elections.

Elnura Osmonalieva discusses the important roles played by interpreters
in election observation in ‘Wearing two hats: interpreting during election
monitoring in Kyrgyzstan’. She debates this in the context of the elections in
2000 and 2005, with particular reference to her experiences as interpreter in
Jalalabad province and the constituency of Kurmanbek Bakiev during the
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parliament elections in February and March 2005. The article highlights the
many important intended and unintended functions interpreters take on. It
also voices concern over the level of recognition, status and training that
international observation missions tend to give interpreters. Osmonalieva
points out the difficulties that observers and interpreters have in appearing as
neutral observers, and how international observers are often seen as affiliated
with particular political segments in a county.



Election Observation:
An Institution Under Threat?
The Case of Kyrgyzstan

Emil Juraev

1.Introduction

This contribution looks at international election observation in Kyrgyzstan
during the two national elections in 2005. International election observation
is an institution in the important sense of being a time-tested norm or
practice, accepted and respected internationally. Its place in the architecture
of international governance is widely recognised.

Here it will be argued that the original ideas behind this international
practice — in terms of the ends to be achieved — are certainly still present.
These include: fairness and honesty; legality and legitimacy; the
transparency and ‘democraticness’ of the conduct; and the results of the
elections. But in practice, the original aims are not the only ends to which
international election observation is used. The case under consideration
shows the various and at times contradictory ends to which such observation
may be conducted.

In presenting this case, the article also invites further academic research
on the theme of election observation, especially of international observation.
Whilst there are plenty of scholarly works on most other topics related to
elections, election observation has, oddly enough, received very little
attention.2 Yet the effect of observation on electoral processes, and the
broader (and not readily visible) implications of observation on various
political structures, would seem to warrant more focused study.

2 One significant input to the academic study of international election observation should

be the forthcoming doctoral dissertation by Susan Hyde at the University of California,
San Diego. See also Bjornlund, 2004.
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Sources

The paper is primarily based on the reports, and other documents, of the
various election observation missions sent to Kyrgyzstan for the 2005
parliamentary and presidential elections.

These reports carry different perspectives and cannot be taken as ultimate
sources of ‘the truth’. However, the reports, and other public statements
made by the missions, form a good starting point for discussion. Along with
the observations made on the election days themselves, these texts are
perhaps the most appropriate basis from which to draw some conclusions
about these missions.

Other sources for this contribution include: media coverage of these
missions (in various forms); published interviews with relevant persons; and
a few select, informal interviews with individuals involved in the
observation. The scholarly literature on election monitoring has not been
consulted to any substantial extent, as the main intention here has been to
offer some field considerations which in turn may contribute to further,
larger-scale research.

A Cause for Concern

The most important observation that this paper puts forward is that, in the
cases observed, international monitoring missions were clearly implicated in
political games. This calls for caution in how the institution is understood
and applied, lest it ultimately lose credibility and respect. When
implemented true to its principles of impartiality and objectivity,
international election observation is very important. It is a strong instrument
for making elections cleaner, more honest, more democratic and more
transparent. It is also an authoritative voice that can protect the legitimacy
and respectability of elected governments (and representatives) in young
democracies against ill-devised slander and contestation. These important
tasks of international observation require that such missions be carried out
with the utmost seriousness of purpose and care.

2. Kyrgyzstan in 2005

Kyrgyzstan was scheduled to have two national elections in 2005. The first
was the parliamentary election, which was held as scheduled on 27 February
and 13 March. The second election, however, had to be held in July, rather
than at the end of October as originally planned. The mass demonstrations
that culminated in the removal from power of Kyrgyzstan’s first president,
Askar Akaev (now known as ‘The Tulip Revolution’)3, caused the
presidential election to be moved forward to 10 July. The way in which this

What to call this event has itself been a perhaps over-debated question. Besides calling it
a popular revolution, other suggestions included coup d’etat, ‘putch’, leadership change,
and even pogrom. In this paper, ‘revolution’ will be used, while acknowledging that it is
a contested term.
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popular revolution took place, and what caused it, as well as what it in turn
caused, are of direct relevance to the more general topic of election
observation.

Democracy in Kyrgyzstan: Theory and Practice

Ever since gaining independence, Kyrgyzstan has made clear its
determination to build a democracy. Indeed, this is reflected in its
Constitution. Former President Akaev kept emphasising how democracy was
a target — unlike some of the other presidents of the former Soviet countries,
who changed their rhetoric from ‘democracy now’, to ‘first economy, then
politics’,* or some other convenient formula. Elections, truly seen as
‘instruments of democracy’ (to borrow from Bingham Powell’s book title of
2000), have regularly been carried out in the country — also unlike the case in
many other countries.’ In almost all elections for positions in government
and representation, multiple candidates have competed for limited seats.
Several referenda (an instrument of direct democracy), whatever their virtues
might be, have also been held in less than fifteen years of independence.

The controversial point concerned the quality of these elections and
referenda. Many in Kyrgyzstan came to view these alleged attributes of
democracy as sheer hypocrisy on the part of the government, with President
Akaev at the forefront. Elections were held with regularity and the people
were asked to make decisions on important issues through referenda.
Furthermore, there were other obvious democratic attributes to the election
process, such as the diversity of the press, multiplicity of the political parties,
and a large NGO sector. Yet these factors were dismissed as ways of giving
an impression of democracy, rather than genuinely building it. From one
electoral cycle to another, the public perception had been that manipulation
had grown more sophisticated, and that the election results were more and
more corrupt. The culmination of this ever-growing election manipulation
came with the 2005 parliamentary election, where the complex government
scenario included the organisation of loyal election observation teams.

What were probably the best elections under Akaev were the first, in
1991, when his presidency was confirmed in a national election for the first
time.® Those elections were not competitive: Askar Akaev was the only
person running for presidency. Much in the fashion of the Soviet times, the
percentage of voters supporting this single candidate was in the upper
nineties. All the same, this is widely seen as being the best election because
it was conducted in a manner almost devoid of the illegal schemes which
were to become rites of the later elections. Akaev had been serving as the
president of the then Soviet Kyrgyz Republic since the autumn of 1990; at

4 This is the formula popularly known to be implemented by President Karimov of
Uzbekistan. The author recalls strong defence of this notion, with reference to Karimov’s
books, by Uzbek students at regional Central Asian student events.

5 In all other four countries of Central Asia, most famously led by Turkmenistan’s
President Niyazov, incumbent presidents have extended their terms in office through
referenda, without going to elections.

6

This observation was made by many people during the parliamentary elections of 2005,
leading up to 24 March.
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that point the previous leader of the country had been voted out of office by
the parliament. Akaev had been voted in, a new politician recruited from the
sphere of academia. The reasoning goes that, as his political experience
grew, he learned and began to use methods of political manipulation in later
events. These included: shuffling government positions; holding frequent
nationwide referenda; using respected elderly people to speak in his favour;
and the manipulation of elections. Back in 1991, these were not attributes of
his political character.

The Electoral Revolution

The ‘high point’ of this quasi-experimentation with democracy, the
revolution of March 2005, may have been possible due to various conditions
in Kyrgyz politics. In particular, however, it was due to certain peculiarities
of the parliamentary elections of that year. The term ‘electoral revolutions’
applies to the Kyrgyz case as strongly as it does to other recent revolutions
(see e.g. Silitski, 2005). In Georgia, Ukraine, and earlier in Eastern Europe,
just as in Kyrgyzstan, elections provided the immediate triggers for these
revolutions. In each case, the conduct of the elections was fiercely
challenged, and this presented the windows of opportunity that enabled the
long-suppressed dissatisfaction and protest to become mobilised and burst
into open action.

Ground Conditions

The ground conditions for the Kyrgyz revolution were such that many
people did not expect anything radical to happen. The country’s long-term
problems (corruption, poverty, and a growing sense of the unfair
concentration of wealth in the hands of the political elite) were all seen as
constant. The period immediately prior to the elections was not seen as being
radically different from the months and years before. The limited freedom
within the political realm was certainly not greater than at any earlier time;
even though there were opposition parties and politicians (as well as an
opposition-minded media, and NGOs), repression of their activities, and
limitations on what they could effectively do, were in place as always. The
long-standing problem of the opposition being highly disconcerted and
fragmented remained largely the same. There were changes on this point
only in a very short period leading up to 24 March. Under such conditions,
many factors were potentially conducive to a change of regime by force, but
they had existed for some years already; nothing pointed to a possible
escalation of action in March, had it not been for the elections.

The Catalyst
The elections were the trigger that led to the escalation of protest. Most

commentators, particularly election observers, acknowledge that the conduct
of the parliamentary elections was very problematic. Contrary to the rhetoric
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of the officials, and particularly of President Akaev (who claimed that they
were calling for, and promising, free and honest elections), the actual
elections were carried out amidst blatant corruption, selective application of
legal restrictions, and the massive use of so-called administrative resources.

The specific tricks of manipulation used in the 2005 parliamentary
election were somewhat different. Instead of attempting to get the desired
outcomes by falsifying voting results, as had previously occurred, the greater
emphasis was on the campaign period. Vote buying, de-registration of strong
opponents, placing obstacles to the campaigns of opposition candidates, and
many other tricks were applied. On Election Day, the new trick that was
used was to publicise widely, on TV and newspapers, the highly favourable
and ‘legitimising’ opinions of certain foreign election observers. Overall,
this strategy was quite successful — but then it backfired, less than two weeks
later. The overly aggressive, overly hypocritical, and overly ‘all-
encompassing’ strategy triggered a similarly aggressive, critical and all-out
reaction.’

3. International Election Observation Missions
and their Election Assessments

All elections in Kyrgyzstan have been attended by election observers, both
local and international. The number of international election observers has
grown steadily with each election. This year, during the two rounds of
elections, an unprecedented number of outsiders were watching the conduct
of the peoples’ choice. A record number of observers came for the
presidential elections: the Central Election Commission (CEC) accredited
947 foreign observers, as well as 277 foreign journalists.® At each election,
the government has attached high importance to international observation
missions.

The Parliamentary Elections
International Groups
The major international groups observing the parliamentary elections were:
e the International Election Observation Mission (IEOM),

composed of missions from the Organisation for Security and
Co-operation in Europe (OSCE), the Office for Democratic

7 Various publications analyse and describe the 24 March events. For a good comprehensive
analysis, see the International Crisis Group (2005)

8 For this and more details on each monitoring mission see the CEC website:
http://www.shailoo.gov.kg/president/akkredit/?all=1 Information on the monitoring of
parliamentary elections is not available; very likely because of the presence of rather
shady monitoring groups, as noted further down.
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Institutions and Human Rights (ODIHR), the OSCE
Parliamentary Assembly and the European Parliament;

e the European Network of Election Monitoring Organisations
(ENEMO);

e The Commonwealth of Independent States election observation
mission (CIS);®
the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation observers (SCO);
the London International Democratic Institute (LIDI).

Most observers arrived only a few days before Election Day, but some
(particularly from the IEOM, ENEMO and CIS) were present to observe the
election campaign period as well.

Conclusions of the Reports

Of the written reports by the observation missions on the parliamentary
elections that were made available, all agreed on only few points. This
included recognition of the increased competition in almost all districts, and
some positive vote transparency and anti-fraud measures (specifically,
finger-inking and transparent ballot boxes).

As for the remaining points, the reports exhibited important differences.

IEOM and ENEMO were critical to the elections, whilst the CIS,
Shanghai and LIDI groups declared the elections to be satisfactory. Actually,
the latter two did not produce any official reports, and their assessments
were primarily made public through media coverage.!® The CIS report
deemed the 13 March (run-up) parliamentary elections ‘legitimate, free and
transparent’,!! while the IEOM report concluded that the same elections ‘fell
short of OSCE commitments and other international standards for
democratic elections, in a number of important areas’.12

In election observation reports, the most important and most cited points
concern compliance with international standards (in particular, in terms of
legitimacy, fairness, and transparency). However, any report will have
further details on the observed violations, achievements, improvements, or
deterioration, and so on. If we look at these details, then the CIS observation
report is not a completely uncritical document. It notes several problematic
areas, including voter lists, the status of both local and international

9 The CIS election observation mission here is different from non-governmental
organisation called CIS-EMO, which also conducts observation, and which observed
presidential elections in KR as a separate team of 29 persons. This curious coincidence
in the name of the organisation is noted in a Eurasianet.org article, see note 28.

10

CIS monitoring is reported in a medium sized not-very-formal paper, though a more
formal report is said to come for delivery to member-state officials at a later point.
Curiously, the most criticised report on 27 February vote is unavailable (the link for it
produces the 10 July vote report instead). See:  http:/www.ec-
cis.org/main.aspx?uid=1774

1T 1biq.

12 JEOM Final Report on parliamentary election observation, p. 1
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observers, some procedural shortcomings during the actual voting, as well as
a few comments on the campaigning process (including ‘public speeches
violating the dignity and honour of the citizens and certain candidates’).13
On the whole, however, the CIS report is characterised by its conciliatory
and mild tone, as well as the absence of any serious criticism, and repeated
assertions that all the reported problems did not affect the overall quality of
the elections.

The IEOM report has a much harsher tone, and cites more serious
violations. Briefly noting the positive fact of the competitiveness of the
elections, with wide choices, the report notes that this was undermined
‘noticeably in the run-up to both of the rounds of voting, by widespread
vote-buying, de-registration of candidates, interference with the independent
media, and a low level of confidence in electoral and judicial institutions on
the part of candidates and voters’. On the same page, the report lists several
areas where major shortcomings were observed, all involving the pre-
election period and election-preparation administration. Of the Election Day
observations, the IEOM report notes: ‘incidents of vote buying, infringement
of the secrecy of the vote, pressure on students, multiple voting, and voter
intimidation were directly observed’. In addition to the IEOM official
conclusions, in a separate paper, a member of [IEOM from Nordem, Linda
Kartawich, specified voter education, voter registration, freedom of the
media, and gender issues as areas in need of improvement.

While the differences in the texts of the two major reports are not as stark
as may appear from the three-word conclusions, neither are they very close.
Hence, ‘legitimate, fair and transparent’ accurately describes the overall tone
of the CIS observers. By contrast, the gist of IEOM’s report is quite well
captured in the accounts of the failure to meet international standards in ‘a
number of important areas’. The conclusions of the LIDI and SCO
observers, stated in less formal ways, were in line with the CIS assessment,
and at times more resolutely approving than the latter. The report of the
ENEMO mission was consonant with IEOM but much harsher. The
Summary of Conclusions section opens as follows: ‘though both rounds of
elections were conducted in a peaceful manner, many violations took place
which seriously influenced the outcome of the elections. ENEMO has
concluded that the parliamentary elections in Kyrgyzstan fell dramatically
short of minimum international standards for free and fair democratic
elections’.14

LIDI (of which nothing has been heard or can be found after the
parliamentary elections), made a statement on 14 March, which was
published by the Kyrgyzinfo news agency and reprinted in the newspaper
Vecherniy Bishkek,!> concluding that the elections were ‘legitimate and fair’.
‘Like the first round of elections, this round was conducted in a professional
manner. State organs responsible for the elections once again achieved

13
14
15

Op. cit., at: http://www.ec-cis.org/main.aspx?uid=1774

ENEMO Statement on Parliamentary Elections in Kyrgyzstan, p. 1.

The statement appeared in the newspaper, as a reprint from Kyrgyzinfo website, on 14
March, indicating the statement had was already been made on 14 March, the actual day
of elections. See ‘Legitimny I Spravedlivy’ at:
http://www.vb.kg/2005/03/14/tema/2.html
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success in the provision of guarantees for independence and impartiality of
the whole electoral process, in the essential majority of the electoral districts
and precincts.’

The Presidential Elections

While these assessments were still being discussed, and the two opposing
views of the elections were still being sorted out,!® events took a rather
unexpected turn. On 24 March, President Akaev abandoned the country, and
the Government House was taken by the opposition and the demonstrating
crowd. After a short period of governmental void, a new interim
government, led by Kurmanbek Bakiev, was able to establish itself and
effectively claim control of the country. After some discussions within the
government and the parliament,!” early presidential elections were scheduled
for 10 July.

In the period between the two elections, the OSCE-ODIHR mission
produced several interim reports and an interim recommendations
document.!® These documents, together with the recommendations after the
parliamentary elections, were favourably received, and to some extent acted
upon by the Central Elections Commission of the Kyrgyz Republic. Major
issues requiring immediate attention and action, as emphasised in these
recommendations, included the following: the composition and competence
of the district and precinct electoral commissions; the independence of CEC
itself; the quality of the voter lists; interference by local administration
officials in the electoral process; and various issues relating to the pre-
election campaign period (access to media, freedom to campaign, a level
playing-field, and more). As noted in the IEOM Preliminary Report after the
presidential elections, several of these important recommendations were
implemented, though many others remained unchanged.

There were some changes made to the composition of the observation
teams for the presidential election. This time, there was no London
organisation. However, a large number of CIS, ENEMO and IEOM
observers arrived, more than in the parliamentary elections. This time,
assessment reports did not contain any principal disagreements, and all of
the missions noted significant improvements in meeting OSCE and other
democratic election standards.

Problems During the Presidential Elections

In an election seen by many to be more of a referendum for the approval of
Kurmanbek Bakiev than a truly contested multi-candidate election, and in a

16 A BBC news report carried a controversial official Russian statement, negative to the
OSCE’s critical report, on 21 March. See http:/news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/asia-
pacific/4369065/stm#

Today’s KR Parliament is the one elected in February and March 2005, despite these
elections being the principal reason for 21 March. This was a long and difficult process,
not discussed here for reasons of space and theme.

18 All accessible at: http://www]1.osce.org/odihr-elections/14475.html
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supportive international (Western) environment, there were nevertheless
some important problems noted by observer missions. In particular, these
included irregularities in voter lists and vote counts.!® In an attempt to ‘clean
up’ voter lists, significant numbers of people who were known to be outside
of the country, but who had not changed their residence, were crossed out.20
As for the vote-counting process, several observed instances of serious ballot
stuffing were reported.2! Both the voter list problem and the ballot stuffing
apparently stemmed from the same fear: turnout was far too low for the
election to take place (it was less than 50%). There were some incredible
instances when the national turnout jumped by an unrealistic percentage in
very short time. One instance cited in the IEOM report involved a rural
precinct where 630 voters were reported to have cast their ballots in only 50
minutes.??

General Improvements

The positive changes in the presidential elections were seen in the campaign
period, where both statements and actions were made in order to provide
equal chances for all candidates to reach the voters. The illegal use of
governmental resources was reduced significantly, though not completely
eliminated. Candidates had significantly improved access to media coverage,
as did the voters to information about the candidates. Besides extensive
advertising on the national TV channel, there were candidate debates,
organised by the CEC and aired live. Other improvements that were noted
were the formation of the local election commissions, and the greater
independence of media and electoral commissions from government
pressure.

4. The ‘Politicisation’ of International Election
Observation

During the two elections in Kyrgyzstan, a new element to international
election observation missions was noted, in addition to their being simply
what the name indicates. Besides providing observation reports, which
claimed to be impartial, international election observation missions found
themselves drawn into the broader political picture that existed around these
elections. They were not really (seen as) entirely impartial, interest-free, and
empty of political content or onlookers. Particularly during the parliamentary
elections, the various observer groups, by their public presence, were clearly
politically engaged — which means that they were not serving the idea behind
this institution of international observation.

19 1bid. See also ENEMO Preliminary Report on findings

20 Statement of Preliminary Conclusions, IEOM, p. 7.
21 ENEMO Preliminary Report on Findings.
22
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As noted in the previous section, the parliamentary elections witnessed
five major international observer groups: [IEOM (OSCE PA, OSCE ODIHR,
EU Parliament), ENEMO, CIS, SCO and the elusive London International
Democratic Institute (as an independent group). All these groups, apart from
the London institute, took part in the presidential election observation in July
of 2005. An important question is, which of these observation groups were
serious and professional, and which were truly impartial and willing to
report what they actually saw? While they all observed the same election,
their reactions varied in some important ways.

Examining the CIS

An article by Roman Kupchinsky published on the webpages of Eurasia
Insight, on 2 April 2005, titled ‘CIS: Monitoring the Election Monitors,’
offers a quick introduction to the controversy involving election observers in
the recent elections in several CIS countries. This example is also indicative
of the possible political engagements that international observers might have
had in the recent elections in Kyrgyzstan.

Kupchinsky (2005) reports on the Ukrainian government’s criticism of,
and unwillingness to be part of ‘[the CIS] Election Monitoring Organisation,
which is a group that has gained notoriety by regularly proclaiming that the
elections in the former Soviet republics are free and fair, in contrast to other
monitoring groups that find the same elections to be flawed.’

Further on, considerable evidence is given of cases where the reports of
the CIS and OSCE observer missions consistently differed in predictable
ways: the former would find all elections in the CIS which ended in
Moscow-friendly outcomes to be fair, legitimate and transparent, whereas
the latter would be critical. ‘This practice [of CIS monitoring], seen by many
as nothing more than a KGB ‘disinformation’ operation left over from Soviet
times, consists of groups of trusted CIS employees, from the secretariat in
Minsk, who roam the CIS to observe elections and invariably announce that
they are transparent, fair, and democratic, providing that the more pro-
Kremlin candidates wins.” Notably, as Kupchinsky reports, the assessments
of the CIS and OSCE observers exchanged polls in the repeated presidential
elections in the Ukraine; CIS approved the one where Viktor Yanukovych
emerged as the winner, and was strongly critical of the one that announced
Viktor Yushchenko as winner. The converse was true of the OSCE
monitoring reports.

While Kupchinsky’s reading of CIS monitoring as ‘ploys of the Kremlin’
should be read with caution (though one should not wholly discount such a
possibility), the truth of the controversial reports on the elections is obvious
and verifiable. The same group centrally monitored the parliamentary
elections in Kyrgyzstan in February and March 2005. As reported in the
newspaper Vecherniy Bishkek, on the day of the first round of the
parliamentary elections, the CIS head monitor and current Chair of the CIS
Executive Committee, Vladimir Rushaylo, commented that he had ‘no
significant criticism of the conduct of the elections’ at that time.23 Another

23 <y rabochem rezhime’ , Vecherniy Bishkek, 28 Feb. 2005, p. 1.
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member of this group, who observed one of the electoral districts, made a
separate comment: ‘There are no principal differences in our electoral
systems. Everything is transparent and democratic. There were no serious
violations in the district.’24

The CIS election monitoring missions have been notorious for their
consistent approval and praise of all of the elections in the region. A random
search on the Internet on CIS election observation missions came up with a
Wikipedia entry which describes a continued record of disagreements of
various election assessments between the CIS and OSCE observers.25 After
the parliamentary elections in Kyrgyzstan, this CIS-OSCE observation
standoff found expression in a BBC news report which quoted a statement
from the Russian Foreign Ministry criticising the OSCE report. In the wake
of the broad public protests in various electoral districts, Russia ‘rebuked
[the OSCE] for declaring that the elections had fallen short of democratic
standards. It urged the body to be ‘more responsible’ in its election
monitoring conclusions in order to prevent destructive elements from using
these assessments to justify their lawless actions’.26

This shows that there was a Russian role behind the CIS election
‘whitewashing’, and it also gives a clue as to the Russian perspective on
what election observation is about.2” At face value, the comment above
conveys the view that an election observation report should be ‘responsible’,
or preferably approving of an election, in order to prevent threats to public
peace. Certainly, this interpretation is subject to further qualification when
the broader Russian foreign policy stance towards the OSCE, the West and
their democratisation projects is considered; Russia has been orchestrating
consistent CIS criticism of the work of the OSCE since early 2000, largely
fuelled by OSCE criticisms of most of these countries for their undemocratic
political processes.

Other Missions
Besides the controversial CIS mission, there were two other curious
international election observation missions at work during the parliamentary

elections: the London International Democratic Institute and the Chinese
electoral observers’ mission.

The London International Democratic Institute

24
25

‘Nasha aktivnost’ udivila rossiyan’, Vecherniy Bishkek, 28 February 2005

See http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/CIS_election_observation_missions

26 See ‘Protests Cause Kyrgyz Poll Review, at: http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/asia-
pacific/4369065/stm#

An interesting discussion is offered on several private discussion sites, such

democracyguy.com, registan.ru, and others. On this instance, where OSCE missions are

also said to be not always impartial and exemplary, see ‘Russia Picking a Fight over

Kyrgyzstan’, at: http://democracyguy.typepad.com/democracy guy _grassroots
/2005/03/russia_picking.html
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Attempts to locate this organisation through Internet search engines did not
produce any results (for any possible variations of the title of this reputed
organisation). On 27 February, Election Day, representatives of this
organisation were commenting on the process of the elections in general, and
conclusively approving the terms. According to normal election observation
rules, individual observers may not make general evaluative comments about
the elections during election day itself. (See Norwegian Helsinki Committee,
2001: 20.) This organisation did not produce any reports, nor was it heard
from after the elections, but it had a visible profile in the media coverage on
the days of the elections on 27 February and 13 March.

The Chinese Electoral Observers’ Mission?$

While this group did not make prominent comments about the quality of the
elections, the national TV and newspapers frequently presented them as
being further evidence of the international attention on Kyrgyzstan’s
elections. The Chinese, like the London organisation, were not in any
prominent exchange with the OSCE or ENEMO assessments, but their very
presence is indicative of the possibilities of international election
observation; as discovered in a personal interview with this group, their main
interest was of rather a geopolitical nature, and they sounded more like an
intelligence-gathering group than election observers. They appeared more
interested in learning the set-up of US, European and Russian interests in
Kyrgyzstan, and the possible future scenarios for these geo-strategic interest
set-ups. In their capacity as election observers, they were shown and briefly
interviewed on TV several times, and they dutifully stated favourable
comments.

Parliamentary and Presidential Elections: Results and Analysis

Four months later, the early presidential elections saw the universal approval
of the conduct of elections in all its aspects. There were remarks about
various insignificant problems, but these had not broadly affected the overall
outcome.

Shifting Perspectives

Contrary to the parliamentary election environment, the presidential
elections did not seem to reveal obvious political involvement amongst the
observation groups. If this is true, it is a good sign, but the very change in the
tone amongst the various groups, in such an abrupt way, invites critical
inquiry. We may have been observing a more balanced and objective
assessment by the CIS and other missions, whose opinions were vividly
inconsistent during the actual conduct of the parliamentary election vote.
(See CIS Statement of International Observers on Presidential Elections.) On

28 The author personally met with all members of this group upon their request, for
interview just before the elections.
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the other hand, the assessments by OSCE and other previously critical
observation missions appear to be overly approving of the presidential
elections where important problems apparently persisted. Arguably, some of
the problems seen during the latter elections were quite serious, and not
insignificant. Ballot stuffing is perhaps the most serious violation in a voting
process; the turnout numbers jumped rapidly across the country, which
indicates that the ballot stuffing was not rare. The ‘cleansing’ of the voter
lists (where the names of many thousands of voters were removed), was also
very significant. However, the usually critical OSCE and ENEMO
commented on these rather mildly. This uncritical assessment may be
explained by the international community’s choice to give the new
government a helping hand, or a voucher of legitimacy. Nevertheless, it
represents a mild compromise of the idea of international election
observation.

The Challenges of Election Observation

The work of the various international election observation missions in
Kyrgyzstan in these elections stands as a clear illustration of the possible
ways in which observers can become politically engaged. It is perhaps
impossible to be neutral as an election observer. However, it is quite
possible, and required, that the observer should be impartial and objective in
assessing the events. Impartiality and objectivity were compromised in
Kyrgyzstan, by CIS and some other observers in the parliamentary elections,
and arguably by all observers in the presidential elections. The idea behind
international election observation is to observe the fairness and lawfulness of
the elections, and, when and if that happens, to provide support for the
legitimacy of the elected officials against accusations. During the
parliamentary elections in Kyrgyzstan, legitimacy was given to the election
results, even though these were clearly flawed, and the resulting criticisms
were discredited, even though they were objective and unbiased. There was a
clear attempt to use election observers for a cause was exactly the opposite
of what they ought to serve.

5. Conclusions

The year 2005 was remarkable in the history of independent Kyrgyzstan. It
is certain to be remembered in the future as a turning point, by both critics
and supporters. It was the year when the fourteen-year-long reign of the first
post-independence president of Kyrgyzstan was cut short. It was the year of
two national elections, which proved not to be habitual and routine, but
milestones of the process that started, and completed, a change of regime.
From the very beginning, the quality of the conduct of the elections was a
major concern. Experience from past elections had led to heavy pressure to
make special efforts for a more honest, and hence more legitimate, election
that year. In this atmosphere, the role of the international observers was
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important. The government, the opposition and civil society all saw the
institution of international election observation as a strong instrument which
could help to ensure honest and legitimate elections.

In both the parliamentary and presidential voting, many hundreds of
observers from abroad were present, witnessing the Kyrgyzstan voters make
their choices. The exclusive impact of these observation missions on the
unexpected developments after the parliamentary elections is difficult to
assess. However, considerable attention was given to these missions, and to
what they said. The missions had somewhat mutually contradictory and
publicly controversial assessments to offer, and various groups had high
profiles among various audiences. While the actual exclusive input of the
observers into the important events in March may not be quantifiable, it is
surely significant. Using the example of their own contradictory reports, the
observation missions, taken together, provided strong evidence of flawed
parliamentary elections.

This paper has sought to consider the intended and possible roles of
international election observation. It has offered a brief overview of the role
of international observation in the outstanding 2005 election cycle in
Kyrgyzstan, and indicated new questions that can be asked about
international election observation, new problems to be aware of, and new
areas for attention. While all these suggestions are significant, the most
important suggestion is that international election observation should be
recognised as an important institution. In the example of Kyrgyzstan, it
should be obvious that when an undemocratic, corrupt regime pays so much
attention to this institution — if only to use it to corrupt the elections — such
an institution must be very significant. International election observation
contains a strong potential, not yet realised, for the international democratic
community to strengthen and expand its ranks around the world.
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Danger Ahead:
The Government Discourse on
the Elections and Observation
Before 24 March 2005

Anara Karagulova

1. Introduction
Arena for Change: the Parliamentary Election in Kyrgyzstan

The string of ‘colour revolutions’ in the countries of the Commonwealth of
Independent States (CIS) focused global attention on the parliamentary
election in Kyrgyzstan on 27 February These elections were marked to be an
‘arena for the next revolution’. International organisations, NGOs,
opposition representatives and governments took action in order to secure
free and fair elections. This time it was not simply another election, but a
turning point. The Kyrgyz people, the opposition and the international
community had been waiting for a change in power and a time when former
President Askar Akaev would step down. Also the media were important in
these events, with both the government and the opposition seeking to
influence the minds of the people.

Government Discourse Management

This article argues that, prior to the parliamentary elections in February
2005, the Akaev government created a discourse of danger and instability. In
this discourse, the key threat was the potential for chaos in the situation of a
‘revolution’ generated by outside forces. It was developed in order to de-
legitimise the opposition and influence the public opinion. This situation
created difficulties for election observers: their impartiality, independence
and objectivity were questioned. For instance, the OSCE mission, being
associated with the ‘West’ and ‘Western outside forces,” was expected to
side with the opposition.
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In the following we look at this discourse around the ‘political instability’
and the responsibility of the ‘outside forces’, and present reflections on the
‘Clean Kyrgyzstan’ programme created by Akaev. The following section
discusses how the existing discourse continued in relation to election
observers, including the OSCE mission and the exit polls. Finally, some
reflections are offered on the reports of international observers.

Government Discourse Management and the Media
A Voice through the Media

The pre-election period, January—March 2005, is particularly interesting due
to the distinctive discourse found within the government-affiliated media.
Analysis of the government press — the newspapers Erkintoo and Kyrgyz
Tuusu (in Kyrgyz) and Vechernyi Bishkek (in Russian) — has indicated a
coherent discourse regarding the elections, the likelihood of a revolution
and, consequently, the risk to political stability.

It is hard to establish the exact agent responsible for generating the
discourse. What is clear is that the government-affiliated press picked up on,
and constantly elaborated on, the main themes of speeches made by the then-
president. The government formulated and communicated certain messages
through the government-affiliated press in the run-up to, and during, the
elections. These included notions that the ‘colourful revolutions’ in Georgia
and the Ukraine had brought political and economic instability in these
countries, and that this would also threaten ‘peaceful’ Kyrgyzstan; and the
idea that these revolutions had not come from the grassroots level, but had
been ‘organised and financed by outside forces’, which had thereby de-
stabilised the political situation. These ‘outside forces’ were identified as the
National Democratic Institute, the (US-based) Soros Foundation, USAID,
and the US State Department. The OSCE and the remaining international
observers were also put in this category. Additionally, the newly introduced
exit polls were seen as part of the strategy of the ‘foreign de-stabilisers’.

The government discourse surrounding the elections contributed to a
highly politicised atmosphere. The government press constructed discursive
categories of ‘us’ and ‘them’, and election observers received different labels
on the basis of this scheme. Whereas observers from CIS countries were
accorded considerable attention in the government press and were regarded
as ‘independent, objective and highly respected observers’, the OSCE
missions, along with other Western observers, were seen as supporters of the
‘outside forces’ who were seeking to de-stabilise the political situation.
They, it was said, were looking 