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2018 - A turning Year for Armenia? 

 

 

 

In this commentary, I will present the causes and the importance of the protests that 

took place in Armenia after the 2018 presidential elections on its domestic politics. It is not 

my intention to predict a certain outcome but to highlight the fact large and important parts 

of Armenian society have become more accepting of protests. 
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2018 was supposed to be a special year for Armenia – the country has prepared to 

celebrate 100 since its formation as an independent republic. But 2018 will probably be 

remembered also for something else in the evolution of a democratic Armenia. On 8 May, after 

three weeks of impressive protests, Nikol Pashinyan the opposition leader has become the 

country’s new Prime Minister.  

This is a rather unexpected situation in a country that has not experienced a full 

democratic regime and is usually seen as a close partner of the Russian Federation, due mainly to 

security reasons. Therefore, describing these events and their effects on Armenia’s future is 

worth a try, although the events are recent enough to limit the possible conclusions and 

expectations. I will present and discuss a few internal and external events that have influenced 

the unexpected outcome of the April movement.  

This event – the protest movement that had started in March and continued in April – was 

just another manifestation of the tensions that have been arousing in Armenia, especially in the 

last decade. The authorities’ most violent response to these tensions was in 2008 when after the 

presidential elections, the opposition leader; ex-president Levon Ter-Petrosyan accused the 

authorities of electoral fraud. Officially, 10 people were killed and more than 100 were arrested 

in the protests that followed. The effects of those days – with a peak on March 1st - continued to 

influence the Armenian political landscape, as the events were not investigated and no one was 

prosecuted2. Five years later, in 2013 after Sarksyan’s re-election people protested again against 

the unfair electoral process. However, this time there were no victims and no violent clashes3.  In 

the summer of 2015, protests driven by economic concerns – known as Electic Yerevan or 

ElectroMaidan a clear reference to the Euromaidan in Ukraine - took place in the capital city. 

The reason was the 17% increase in electricity rate – a major blow to the budget of many 
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families in Armenia – some statistics claim that poverty rate is 45%4, while official numbers talk 

about 32%5.   

Also, two important events that had happened in 2017 preceded the crisis - one was 

domestic - the parliamentary elections in April 2017 and the other one external - the signing of 

CEPA Agreement between the European Union and Armenia in November 2017. The 

parliamentary elections, which were observed by the OSCE/ODIHR mission, stressed the 

citizens’ lack of trust in the election and the interference of different representatives of political 

parties6 as well as journalists’ self-censorship7. However, in August 2017 the OSCE office in 

Yerevan was closed, Armenian Foreign Ministry suggests that it was Azerbaijan’s pressure that 

influenced this outcome8 while Kate M. Byrnes, Chargé d’Affaires of the U.S. mission to the 

OSCE mentioned explicitly Azerbaijan’s refuse to accept the extension of the mission9. 

Nonetheless, it is important to mention this decision in this comment because it shows that the 

closing of this office could have been understood by some domestic groups in Armenia as an 

indicator that the interest of the international community for its domestic politics as decreasing. 

Hence, I assume that the politicians with access to resources were less likely to comply with the 

rules and procedures during the elections due to this decreased pressure. 

Concerning the external event - the signing of CEPA Agreement - gave some hope to the 

pro-Western part of the society, that the relation to the EU could still be maintained at a relevant 

level for the future of Armenia.  

As for the legal framework regarding the relations between the main political actors, in 

2015, after 2015 Constitutional referendum Armenia begun the transformation from a semi-

presidential to a parliamentary republic, which implied among other changes that the President 

will “appoint as Prime Minister the candidate nominated by the parliamentary majority”10. The 
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President’s powers were drastically reduced and became rather “ceremonial” as the Venice 

Commission stated compared to other parliamentary systems because he/she is not even the 

guarantor of the Constitution11. The electoral system had also been changed moving from a 

majoritarian system to a proportional system – with a national list and 13 district lists12. Many 

analysts, observers and citizens viewed this change as an official mean through which the 

country’s most important party, the Republican Party of Armenia has tried to consolidate its 

position13.  

Armen Sarkissian was nominated by Serzh Sargsyan as a presidential candidate on the 

part of the Republican Party and Armenian Revolutionary Federation party and had been elected 

president in March, 2018 - he was the only candidate. Serzh Sargsyan, who managed to become 

a long-time ruler in Armenia serving two terms as President and pushing for the 2015 

Constitutional reforms, had been elected as Prime Minister – a move that sparked the protest 

movement. Surprisingly, the main figure of the protests Nikol Pashinyan has become Prime 

Minister on 8 May.   

This is not the first time when the Armenians are choosing to take the streets in order to 

protest the political situation, but this is the first time when their actions have been so effective – 

by this I mean that they managed to influence and to change the outcome of the initial decision. 

The former President, Serzh Sargsyan stepped down, recognized his limitations and has let – at 

least for the moment - the „voice of the street” to gain.  It is still unclear if his decision was 

influenced or not by his closes political partners. This can be seen as a fact that strengthens the 

argument that the parliamentary system contributes more to a democratic system, than a 

presidential system (as is, for example, in Belarus) or semi-presidential systems (as they are in 

Azerbaijan, Georgia or Ukraine)14.  
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This chronological presentation of events shows that the potential for protest movements 

in Armenia has been rather high for a constant period of time – the last 10 years. The causes of 

the conflict were political, as well as economic. Thus, this year protests were different because 

they were successful – by successful, meaning that they succeed in changing the outcome of the 

political game. The new Prime Minister is different from the one that the major political party 

expected.  

Certainly, there are many problems that need to be solved and things that can be 

improved in Armenia and there are subjects that can be instrumentalized by Pashinyan’s political 

opponents for political gains, but we should also admit that this is very different from the 2008 

situation (for example, the conflict in Nagorno-Karabakh15).  
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