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Moldova ahead of the presidential election
Moldova is facing tough internal and external challenges. The domestic political situation is
characterised by chronic instability and massive public protests, which have prompted the decision
to hold direct presidential elections on 30 October 2016, the first in more than a decade. Most
candidates represent Moldova's main political parties, reflecting the growing pro-Europe and pro-
Russia divide that mirrors the geopolitical tensions in the region, inflamed by the Ukraine crisis.

Background: tense domestic political situation in an unstable neighbourhood
With a population of 3.5 million and per capita GDP of US$1 828 in 2015 (EU average: US$34 860), Moldova
is among the smallest and poorest countries in Europe. Sandwiched between Romania and crisis-ridden
Ukraine, Moldova hosts a protracted 'frozen conflict' over the pro-Russia enclave of Transnistria (see box
below). In addition to these pertinent geopolitical tensions, which have been exacerbated by the Ukraine
crisis, Moldova has been plagued by continuous political disputes and scandals that have severely clouded
the country's official reputation as the 'poster child' among the six Eastern Partnership (EaP) countries.
In the wake of a high-profile banking scandal, in which US$1 billion (equivalent to over one eighth of GDP)
disappeared from three Moldovan banks in 2014, three consecutive pro-European governments have been
forced to resign amid growing public protests. The scandal reduced confidence in the pro-European ruling
elite, further undermined by the June 2016 jail sentence handed to ex-Prime Minister Vlad Filat on
corruption charges. The pro-European coalition government, formed on 20 January 2016 to avoid an early
election, is fragile. Against this backdrop, in March 2016 the Constitutional Court reintroduced the direct
presidential election after 16 years of indirect elections by Parliament. If no candidate receives a majority in
the first round on 30 October, a second round between the top two candidates may be held two weeks later.

The separatist enclave of Transnistria holds its own 'presidential elections' on 11 December 2016

Since 1990, when armed conflict broke out in Transnistria, a region on the left (east) bank of the Dniester River,
Moldova has had no effective control over it. The region remains unrecognised by the international community,
yet has its own central bank, currency, de facto government, parliament, military and police. Russian troops
remain in certain zones, and Moldova has repeatedly expressed concern over Russia's joint exercises with
separatist troops in recent months, demanding that Moscow withdraw its troops. Transnistria maintains close
links with Russia, which provides subsidies, such as natural gas, and pays pensions to Transnistrians with Russian
passports. In March 2014, the de facto government applied for integration of the region into Russia, a move that
Moscow rejected. Transnistria will hold its own 'presidential elections' on 11 December. Parliamentary speaker
Vadim Krasnoselsky (who is backed by the powerful Sheriff business conglomerate) has announced that he will
challenge incumbent President Yevgeny Shevchuk, saying that the increasing economic woes and the need to
tackle high-level corruption sparked his decision to stand. While Transnistria will not open polling stations for the
30 October Moldovan poll, Moldova plans to open 30 polling stations for Moldovan citizens in the mainly Russian-
speaking enclave.

Candidates divided between and within pro-Russia and pro-Europe camps
Amid the ongoing political turmoil, more than half of Moldovans believe that the upcoming elections will be
rigged, according to a 4 October public survey. In total, 12 candidates are competing for the presidential
post. The main candidates are generally split between a pro-Russia and a pro-EU camp, the latter being
weakened by internal rivalry. A significant part of the population (43 %) favours Moldova's re-orientation
towards Russia and the Russia-led Eurasian Economic Union (EEU). Moldova's accession to the EU is
currently supported by 39 % of respondents, according to a September 2016 public opinion poll.
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Under Moscow's wing: a strong pro-Russia candidate
The main pro-Russia candidate, Igor Dodon, is chairman of the Party of Socialists of the Republic of Moldova
(PRSM). He leads in opinion polls, enjoying some 28-30 % of public support. Igor Dodon joined the PRSM and
was elected its chair in 2011. The party has strong ties to Moscow and has campaigned in favour of joining
the Moscow-led Customs Union/EEU. Dodon wants to topple the current pro-European government, and has
previously stated his party's demand for 'denunciation' of the Moldova-EU Association agreement, and for a
national referendum on the country’s foreign policy course. The PSRM (which is not affiliated to any
European party) is the strongest in Parliament, with 24 out of 101 seats. Parliament Speaker, Andrian Candu,
has accused Russia of meddling in the presidential race, citing government suspicions that Moscow is
'financing political parties and leaders' and backing anti-government protests, as well as 'manipulating media
outlets and doing propaganda'. Russian lawmaker Oleg Paholkov has told Moldovan media that Moscow
supports Dodon's alleged plans to federalise Moldova so as to include two pro-Russian regions (presumably
Gagauzia and Transnistria) in it. Renato Usatîi, pro-Russia businessman, chair of the newly founded Our
Party, and mayor of Moldova's second city, Balti, is even more popular with pro-Russia voters than Dodon.
However, as the constitution requires the president to be over 40 years old and Usatîi is only 37, his party
has nominated Dmitry Ciubașenco instead, whom only 4 % of respondents to recent surveys would support.

Internal rivalry could dampen hopes for a successful pro-European candidate
Several pro-European parties have put forward presidential candidates ahead of the election. Before the
campaign kicked off, former Education Minister, Maia Sandu, from the newly founded pro-European
opposition party Action and Solidarity (PAS), and Andrei Năstase, former prosecutor and leader of the pro-
European protest party Dignity and Truth (DA), agreed to nominate a single candidate. The aim was to
increase their chances of beating the main competitors, Igor Dodon and Democratic Party leader Marian
Lupu. However, Sandu and Năstase did not agree on which of them would withdraw until 13 October, when
Sandu confirmed that she was the joint candidate of Moldova's pro-European opposition forces. According
to a recent opinion poll, Sandu enjoys the support of some 16 % of respondents and Năstase 12 %. Sandu is
endorsed by the Liberal Democratic Party and the Greens in addition to the PAS and DA.
A number of pro-European candidates with slimmer chances have continued their campaigns (at the time of
writing), despite calls for them to withdraw in order to increase Sandu's chances. For example, former PM
Iurie Leancă, chair of the newly formed European People's Party of Moldova, is supported by some 3 % in
recent polls, while Mihai Ghimpu from the Liberal Party (ALDE observer) would garner a mere 1 % of votes.
Another candidate and centrist Democratic Party (PDM) chair, Marian Lupu, served as president of the
Parliament between 2010 and 2013 and as acting president of Moldova between 2010 and 2012. A
prominent member of former President Vladimir Voronin's Communist Party, he left it in 2009, arguing that
it was impossible to reform it from within, and soon assumed leadership of the PDM. Founded in 1997, the
PDM has a clear pro-European profile and has observer status in the Party of European Socialists. Public
support for Lupu is around 12 %, according to recent opinion polls.
Ex-President and Communist leader Voronin is boycotting the vote. He deems it illegal, arguing that the
decision to hold direct presidential elections should be taken by referendum, not the Constitutional Court.

Moldova's relations with the EU: Moldova is a member of the EU Eastern Partnership. In 2014, Moldova and the
EU ratified an association agreement (AA) and a deep and comprehensive free trade agreement (DCFTA), and
parts of the agreement were provisionally applied. The decision triggered Russian restrictions on Moldovan
imports, thus buffeting the economy. The EU is now by far Moldova's largest trade partner: around 62 % of its
exports go to the EU, followed by Russia (12 %) and Belarus (6.7 %). Since 2014, Moldovans have been able to
travel to the EU visa-free. The banking scandal clouded relations with Brussels, and the EU suspended its budget
support in July 2015. Despite this, the EU-Moldova AA entered fully into force on 1 July 2016, and even the
breakaway enclave of Transnistria joined the DCFTA in January 2016, under which the enclave is required to carry
out reforms over two years in exchange for enhanced access to trade with EU Member States. The involvement of
Transnistria is widely seen as a major achievement of the EU's continued dialogue with the enclave.
In a November 2015 debate, MEPs criticised the situation in Moldova, some saying that 'from being a front
runner, Moldova has become a symbol of political chaos', or noting that the EU is 'being used as a cover-up
for very dirty practices' in politics. However, the EP in a January 2016 resolution commended Moldova's
good implementation of the visa-free regime as a 'good example for the whole region'.
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