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A second chance for Armenia after elections? 
The 2018 Velvet Revolution installed Nikol Pashinyan as prime minister of Armenia. By 2020, Pashinyan's reform 
drive, already running out of momentum, hit two major obstacles: the coronavirus pandemic and, above all, a 
brief but disastrous war with Azerbaijan. Despite the trauma of defeat, in June 2021 voters gave Pashinyan a 
second chance, in elections seen as a positive sign for the country's future. 

Revolution, reform, pandemic and war 
Armenia's oldest party, the Republican Party of Armenia (known by its Armenian acronym of HHK), 
dominated the political scene for nearly two decades. Described in 2007 as 'a typical post-Soviet party of 
power', the HHK presided over high levels of corruption, flawed justice and elections of dubious integrity. 
After controversial amendments transferring some presidential powers to the prime minister, in 2018 Serzh 
Sargsyan became prime minister on completing the maximum two presidential terms allowed by the 
constitution. The move was seen as an attempt by Sargsyan to remain president in all but name, and 
triggered a wave of public protests. This 'Velvet Revolution' installed protest leader Nikol Pashinyan as 
prime minister; his leadership was confirmed in December 2018 parliamentary elections which gave the My 
Step coalition, headed by his Civil Contract party, a resounding 70 % of votes. 
Building on this strong mandate, Pashinyan embarked on an ambitious reform agenda, which focussed on 
objectives such as ending political influence over the courts, cleaning up corruption, introducing a fairer 
tax system, curbing the shadow economy and improving the investment environment. The reforms 
delivered some encouraging results, with Armenia moving up in Transparency International's Corruption 
Perceptions Index from 105th place out of 180 countries in 2018 to 60th in 2020. There was similarly 
impressive progress on press freedom and democracy. The economy also performed strongly, recording its 
fastest growth rate (7.6 % in 2019) in over a decade. However, with the government reluctant to adopt 
unpopular, but necessary measures, reforms showed signs of running out of steam. 
In 2020, progress was derailed by the coronavirus pandemic. Infection rates were far higher than in 
neighbouring countries and the economy shrank by 7.6 %. An even bigger blow came from a disastrous 
war with Azerbaijan over Nagorno Karabakh. Although internationally recognised as part of Azerbaijan, 
Karabakh is mostly inhabited by ethnic Armenians and has been controlled since the 1990s by separatists. 
Pashinyan's willingness to meet Azerbaijani president Ilham Aliyev, and a 2018 agreement between the two 
leaders to reduce tensions, raised hopes of an end to the frozen conflict between their countries. Instead, 
six weeks of fighting, which Armenia blamed Azerbaijan for starting, ended with defeat for Armenia. Under 
the November 2020 peace agreement brokered by Russia, separatists and their Armenian backers ceded 
control not only over areas adjacent to Nagorno-Karabakh (seized from Azerbaijan in the early 1990s), but 
also large swathes of Karabakh itself, adding to the trauma of nearly 2 500 military casualties.  

Aftermath of defeat: The end of the road for Pashinyan? 
Pashinyan defended the peace agreement as painful but necessary to prevent further losses, and blamed 
defeat on his predecessors, who had failed to spend enough money on the armed forces, leaving them 
woefully under-resourced. However, protestors were furious at his 'betrayal' and on the day after the 
ceasefire stormed the National Assembly. Another challenge to his authority came from the armed forces, 
whose February 2021 call for Pashinyan to step down was described by him as an attempted coup. The 
situation with Azerbaijan remained extremely tense, with Yerevan accusing Baku of border incursions and 
refusing to release all its prisoners of war, in violation of the ceasefire. With his political survival on the line, 
in April Pashinyan decided to bring parliamentary elections, due for 2023, forward to June 2021.  

Well-managed and transparent elections, despite a toxic campaign 
Despite a record-breaking 21 parties and 4 electoral blocs registering, the elections soon became a two-
way race between Pashinyan's Civil Contract and the Armenia Alliance led by Robert Kocharyan, president 
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of Armenia from 1998 to 2008. The campaign was highly polarised, with little substantive discussion of 
issues, and plenty of violent rhetoric. At one rally, Pashinyan brandished a hammer, threatening to come 
after his opponents. Leaders of the two sides blamed each other for the defeat in Nagorno Karabakh, and 
traded insults, describing each other as 'traitors', lunatics' and 'criminals'. Despite a requirement for parties 
to field at least 30 % of female candidates, women were barely visible during the campaign. Although 
campaigning was toxic, OSCE Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (ODIHR) observers 
described the vote as 'competitive and generally well-managed', and praised electoral authorities for their 
'transparent, collegial and professional' work. Media coverage was mostly balanced and presented a broad 
range of views, helping voters to make informed choices. There were some allegations of vote-buying and 
other isolated concerns, but monitors assessed voting and counting in most polling stations positively. 

Results of the election bode well for Armenia's future 
Despite opinion polls putting Civil Contract and the Armenia Alliance neck-and-neck, the result was a 
convincing victory for Civil Contract, which won 54 % of the vote, giving it 71 out of 107 parliamentary seats 
(66 %). Armenia Alliance came a distant second, with 21 % of votes and 29 seats. No other party made it 
past the electoral threshold of 5 % for parties / 7 % for electoral alliances, although the With Honour 
Alliance, which includes the HHK and is backed by former president Serzh Sargsyan (5 % of the vote) will 
have 7 seats, due to legislation requiring the National Assembly to represent at least three political forces. 
In the wake of the Nagorno Karabakh war, Armenian public opinion is still dominated by feelings of 
pessimism and uncertainty (in February 2021, less than one-third felt that the country was headed in the 
right direction). The country needs change – and based on the track record of his first two years in office, as 
well as his surprisingly strong electoral mandate, Pashinyan is in a better position to deliver reforms than 
Kocharyan or Sargsyan would have been; representing the pre-Velvet Revolution political order, both 
former presidents are facing charges or under investigation for corruption. For the second time in a row, 
international observers gave a positive assessment to parliamentary elections, suggesting that post-Velvet 
Revolution improvements have taken root. At 49.5 %, voter turnout was low, but not so low as to seriously 
undermine the legitimacy of the poll. Much will depend on the reaction of opposition parties. Armenia 
Alliance cast doubt on the results, raising the prospect of a political crisis like that seen in neighbouring 
Georgia, where (despite a similar lack of evidence pointing to systematic fraud) opposition parties refused 
to recognise the results of the November 2020 election and boycotted the parliament for several months. 
The Alliance has pledged to contest the results in the Constitutional Court; according to its leader 
Kocharyan, it is still considering a boycott. 
Pashinyan is often seen as more pro-Western than his rivals. However, the election does not affect Armenia's 
geopolitical orientation; with two hostile neighbours (Turkey and Azerbaijan), it cannot afford to give up 
the protection afforded by its membership of the Russia-led Collective Security Treaty Organization alliance. 
Indeed, Russia's military presence in Armenia is set to increase. Although Moscow tends to view 'colour 
revolutions' (such as Georgia's Rose Revolution) with suspicion, it tolerates Pashinyan, with Kremlin 
spokesman Dmitry Peskov acknowledging his 'convincing victory' in the elections. Unlike Russia, the EU 
does not have a free trade agreement with Armenia, and played no part in negotiating the ceasefire ending 
the Nagorno Karabakh conflict. Despite this, EU influence in the country is strong. In 2013, faced with a 
binary choice between an association agreement with the EU and Russia's Eurasian Customs Union, 
Armenia opted for the latter (the Customs Union precludes bilateral free trade arrangements such as those 
envisaged under the Association Agreement). However, Armenia continued to participate in the EU's 
Eastern Partnership, and went on to negotiate a Comprehensive and Enhanced Partnership Agreement 
with the EU. In force since March 2021, the Agreement does not include a free trade component, but it 
envisages shared commitments to democracy and human rights, support for Armenian reforms, and wide-
ranging political and economic cooperation. In June 2021, European Council President Charles Michel 
helped to negotiate the release by Azerbaijan of 15 Armenian prisoners of war in exchange for Azerbaijan 
getting landmine maps of part of the Nagorno Karabakh conflict zone.  

European Parliament position: in June 2021, MEPs Marina Kaljurand (Chair of the South Caucasus Delegation) 
and Andrey Kovatchev (standing rapporteur on Armenia) issued a joint statement. Expressing hope that the 
elections would open a new and positive chapter, they noted the ODIHR's positive assessment of the vote, and 
called on all political forces to acknowledge the results.  
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