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Change of political power in Armenia in 2018

Introduction

In November 2015, a referendum was conducted, and a new Constitution was adopted
in Armenia. According to the new Constitution, the country became a parliamentary
republic. Till that time, Armenia had been a half-presidential republic and the head of
state and head of executive power was the President and the same person could not be
elected more than twice for this post. Many representatives of the oppositions and ex-
perts expressed the opinion that the results of the referendum was rigged and the main
aim of the new Constitution is to make juridical basis for Serzh Sargsyan to continue to
hold the power (Falkowski, 2015).

In 2017, parliamentary elections were held in Armenia according to the provisions
of the new Constitution. The Republican Party of Armenia gained the majority in the
Parliament. There were 105 MPs elected. 101 from 4 political parties (the Republican
Party of Armenia, the Prosperous Party of Armenia, the Armenian Revolutionary Dash-
nakcutyun Party and the ELQ coalition) and 4 representatives from the national minor-
ity groups living in Armenia. The President, according to the new Constitution, is the
head of state, but has limited functions. In February, Armen Sargsyan was elected the
new President of Armenia (President of the Republic of Armenia, 2024).

In April 2018, the time of Sargsyan’s presidency was over. The head of the ELQ op-
position coalition, Nikol Pashinyan started a campaign against Sargsyan and the Re-
publican Party. On April 9, the Parliament nominated Sargsyan as the Prime Minister —
the head of executive power according to the new Constitution. On April 13, the mass
demonstrations against Sargsyan started and the number of demonstrates increased
each day (McKenzie, 2018). The demonstrations, initiated by the representatives of the
local diaspora, also took place in front of the embassies of Armenia in different coun-
tries. The meeting between Sargsyan and Pashinyan did not bring any solution and. On
April 30, Sargsyan resigned. On May 2, the Parliament rejected to nominate Pashinyan
as the Prime Minister, so the scale of the mass demonstrations reached their peak. As
a result, on May 8, Pashinyan became the Prime Minister of Armenia (Armenian Pro-
test Leader Holds Rally Ahead of May 8 Vote, 2018).
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Discussions

Ever since the demise of the Soviet Union, revolutions have wracked the former Soviet
Republics: the Orange Revolution and Euromaidan protests in Ukraine, the Tulip
Revolution in Kyrgyzstan, and the Rose Revolution in Georgia. In April of this year, Ar-
menia followed in their footsteps: a popular movement led by journalist, former political
prisoner, and MP, Nikol Pashinyan, peacefully overthrew the semi-authoritarian re-
gime of President Serzh Sargsyan in what Pashinyan declared the Velvet Revolution,
evoking the successful Czechoslovak Velvet Revolution of 1989. The Velvet Revolution
can provide a lesson in a peaceful transition to democracy for other authoritarian or
semi-authoritarian states for now, but Armenia still faces several challenges in transi-
tioning to become more democratic state.

A poor economy and high levels of corruption had already generated significant dis-
content in Armenia, but a constitutional change that the ruling Republican Party passed
in 2015 also provoked intense reactions against the administration. The reforms would
change Armenia from a presidential system to a parliamentary system while allowing
Sargsyan to serve as the Prime Minister in the new system when his presidential term
expired in April of this year. Especially considering that massive protests against electoral
fraud marred his initial victory in 2008, these moves smacked of authoritarianism. Much
of the current discontent started when the Republican Party announced in March that
they would not exclude Sargsyan from the consideration for the post of the Prime Min-
ister. The opponents of the regime smelled a rat, and Pashinyan led a march from Gy-
umri, Armenia’s second-largest city, to Yerevan, its largest city and the capital, to protest
the move. The march arrived in Yerevan on April 13, several days before the Republi-
can Party-dominated Parliament formally nominated Sargsyan as the Prime Minister
(Foster, 2019).

In April, 2018, Sargsyan was elected as the Prime minister of Armenia and this fact
was the reason for the leader of the opposition, Pashinyan, to start campaign against
this action. This was also to confirm the opinion of political opposition leaders and po-
litical experts, that the new Constitution was initiated by Sargsyan to hold the power.

Pashinyan started his campaign from Gyumri in March and walked to Yerevan. He
reached to the capital on April 13, and many students and young activists met him there
and started the protest against the Prime Minister Sargsyan and the Republican Party of
Armenia. At the beginning there were few protestants, but the number increased daily.
The protesters’ demands did not concern foreign policy and, importantly, the country’s
relations with the Russian Federation. It should be emphasized that during this year’s
demonstrations neither anti-Russian slogans nor postulates of integration with the EU
could be spotted, and the protests agenda concerned essentially the Armenian policy. It
is important as in the recent years Armenians have expressed their increasing distrust
towards Russia. Even though the Russian Federation is still perceived as the country’s
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only protector in the context of the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict and the blockade im-
posed by Turkey, the Armenian perceptions of its activities are becoming more and more
varied. In this respect, one can mention such factors as adverse effects on the country’s
national economy due to its integration with the Eurasian structures, increases in gas
and electric prices (as both are provided by Russian companies) and such events as the
Gyumri massacre (2015) when a Russian soldier, stationed at the local military base,
murdered an Armenian family consisted of seven persons.

In their slogans, the protesters did not refer to geopolitics, which may explain why
other countries got involved in the development of Armenia’s political situation only
to a limited extent. Obviously, special attention was paid to the authorities in Kremlin
who traditionally perceive all kinds of revolutions in the region as a threat to the legit-
imacy of their own system. In this case, the Russian activity that could be observed in-
cluded primarily consultations with the current power camp (also between high-rank-
ing officials) as well as Pashinyan and other protest’s leaders. The talks had both official
and behind-the-scenes character, as evidenced by unexpected landing of the Russian
government aircraft in Yerevan and its departure less than an hour later (Kubiak, 2018).

Pashinyan declared that the protests are not against any country and are not supported
by any country but are an internal affair of Armenia. When the number of protestants in-
creased, Pashinyan met with Sargsyan but it did not bring any solution and. The leaders
of other political parties represented in the Parliament, the Prosperous Party of Arme-
nia and the Armenian Revolutionary Dashnakcutyun Party, announced that they join
the Revolution. The protestants blocked central streets, including the one the airport and
this resulted in Sargsyan’s resignation. During the first stage of the protests, the police
tried to arrest some of the protestants and Pashinyan as well, but in the end, no one was
arrested (Atanesyan, 2018). Many experts share the opinion that Pashinyan was using
methods of peaceful protest by Mahathma Gandy of and this decided about his victory.

After Sargsyan’s resignation, on May 2, the Parliament refused to nominate Pash-
inyan as the Prime Minister. The number of protestants increased up to 150 thousand,
so on May 8, the Parliament caved and elected him as the Prime Minister (Armenian
Protest..., 2018). The same day the President of Armenia, Armen Sargsyan, officially
appointed him. According to the Constitution, the Parliament elect and nominate the
Prime Minister and the President should appoint him or file a complaint to the Con-
stitutional Court.

Pashinyan chose his ministers and other cabinet staff mostly from among young activ-
ists, motivating it that they were not involved in any corruption scandals. He announced
his main goal for Armenia to be a state without corruption and monopoly. The coalition
was created between the Civic Contract Party, the Armenian Revolutionary Dashnakt-
sutyun and the Prosperous Party of Armenia. The Minister of Defence and Minister
of Foreign Affairs are professionals. The Minister of Defence, Davit Tonoyan, was the
Minister of Emergency Situations within the cabinet of Sargsyan. Before, he had been
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the Deputy Minister of Defence. The Minister of Foreign Affairs, Zohrab Mnatsakan-
yan, was the Ambassador of the Republic of Armenia to the United Nations. These two
persons were presented by Pashinyan and immediately appointed by the President. All
other ministers were young activists representing the parties of coalition members and
they met criticism of the representatives of the Republican Party, as well as political ex-
perts. They do not have any experience in governing a state.

After appointment of the ministers and governors of regions, Pashinyan’s government
presented its programme to the Parliament. The Parliament adopted the programme but
there were many critical points as it did not include an economical grow.

Concerning the foreign policy, Pashinyan announced that Armenia will continue
its membership to the Eurasian Economic Union and will continue active cooperation
with the Russian Federation, the European Union and the United States. Being the lead-
er of the opposition party and the MP of the Parliament, Pashinyan many times crit-
icized the membership of Armenia in the Eurasian Economic Union, yet after his ap-
pointment he changed his approach.

Concerning the internal affairs, he announced his main goal for Armenia to the state
without corruption and monopoly and as a result many entrepreneurs were allowed
to import all goods they want. The prosecutors asked the Parliament to arrest the MP
from the Republican Party, Manvel Grigoryan, because as the National Security Service
claimed, they found that he was in illegal possession of weapons (Pashinyan: There are
doubts that Manvel Grigoryan stole aid of schoolchildren during April war, 2018). Morev-
oer, the investigation committee started looking into the events of March 1, 2008, when
8 protestants and 2 police officers were shot. During the investigation, the former Pres-
ident of Armenia, Robert Kocharyan, was arrested. He called this action an act of po-
litical repression against him. Also, other investigations against the former MPs start-
ed, but they were closed after short period.

Pashinyan announced that the revolution has not been completed yet and the par-
liamentary elections should be held in Armenia in 2018. In October 2018, after the Par-
liamentary Assembly of Francophonie international organization, the mechanisms of
resignation of the Parliament were discussed, as the Constitution provides only really
general guidelines for such an occasion. The political debates concluded in the agree-
ment that the Prime Minister would announce his resignation and the Parliament will
not elect the new one. The solution was put in practice and the Parliament was dissolved.

The arrest of Kocharyan and the investigation against the former Duputy Minister
of Defence, Yuri Khachaturov, who was the Secretary General of the Collective Securi-
ty Treaty Organization, were taken very badly by Russia (Krivosheev, 2018). During the
next General Assembly of Collective Security Treaty Organization in November 2018,
the President of Belarus, Aleksandr Lukashenko, did his best that Belarus would hold
the position of the Secretary General, but Armenia put veto on this, as Armenia tried
to hold the position till 2020. During his press conference, Pashinyan told that he ex-
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pected explanation from Lukashenko. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Belarus com-
mented that Pashinyan’s demand is unacceptable (MFA of Belarus consider unaccapta-
ble word of Pashinyan, 2018). This misunderstanding was resolved during the General
Assembly of Eurasian Economic Union in Minsk, where Pashinyan and Lukashenko
talked with each other.

In December 2018, the parliamentary elections were held. During the campaign, the
Republican Party announced that Pashinyan had used administrative resources for per-
sonal gain but he denied. In the elections, the Republican Party did not receive mini-
mum 5% and did not enter the Parliament. The Pashinyan’s Alliance My Step got 80%,
the Prosperous Party of Armenia 18%, the Bright Armenia Party 8%. As the Constitu-
tion states, 1/3 of the MPs should be from the opposition, so the new Parliament had
132 MPs, from which 4 will be the representatives of the national minorities in Arme-
nia (Central Electoral Commission of the Republic of Armenia, 2021).

After the elections, many heads of states congratulated Pashinyan, except Russia, Be-
larus and Kazakhstan. In December, Pashinyan visited Russia, the President of which
sent New Year’s greetings to Kocharyan and told Pashinyan that Kocharyan is his friend.
The new price of gas for Armenia was discussed during that visit and they are expect-
ed to be higher.

Many political experts think that this is the consequence for the arrest of Kochary-
an. Long time there was no information about it and only in the end of December, Pash-
inyan announced that in the gas will be more expensive for the state, but for inhabit-
ants the price will be the same. There is a reason to think, that Russia uses many ways
to press Pashinyan to change his internal policy, as well as raise dissatisfaction among
Armenians towards him and to show its own citizens that any attempt at the revolution
would not be tolerated.

Navigating a tricky relationship with Russia will prove challenging. The country is
dependent on Russia for military protection, and income from Armenian expatriates
in Russia is critical for its economy. At the same time, Pashinyan’s electoral bloc prom-
ised closer relations with Europe in earlier campaigns. Although he promised to main-
tain the current geopolitical balance during the Velvet Revolution, Pashinyan must still
tread carefully to avoid antagonizing Vladimir Putin or going against Russian interests.
Anything he does could provoke damaging economic or military responses.

Moreover, a festering conflict over Nagorno-Karabakh, an Azerbaijani territory
populated by ethnic Armenians, has recently flared up. Azerbaijan accused Armenia
of violating the current ceasefire by carrying out military drills in the disputed terri-
tory - allegations that Armenia reciprocated. Pashinyan has promised to finally make
the territory part of Armenia, but this proposition guarantees conflict with Azerbaijan,
which could have serious repercussions for both countries and regional stability. While
Pashinyan should follow a policy of restraint, it will be challenging to do this and pla-
cate Armenian nationalists.
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The problems of poor economic growth and corruption that laid the seeds for his
rise to power pose the final challenge for Pashinyan. Several monopolies dominate the
economy, constraining growth, but removing them, as Pashinyan has promised, is eas-
ier said than done, as current power-holders will certainly resist attempts to restruc-
ture the economy. Rooting out corruption will also be a significant challenge. Although
Pashinyan has proposed holding more bribe-takers accountable and introducing new
transparency laws, the corrupted leaders are entrenched in power, and it will take sig-
nificant political resources to remove them.

Despite these challenges, the Velvet Revolution still offers several key lessons for
global democratic movements, particularly those within Russia’s sphere of influence.
Notably, Pashinyan avoided challenging Russia’s influence directly, avoiding the Rus-
sian incursion. For democratic movements within Russia’s sphere of influence, this
factor can be crucial; if they challenge the geopolitical status quo, they will certainly in-
cur Russia’s wrath. Following the Armenian example, in contrast, can decrease the like-
lihood of Russian interference.

Pashinyan’s movement also effectively built a coalition against Sargsyan. Social me-
dia mobilized thousands of supporters who might not have otherwise joined the protest.
Use of simple slogans like “Reject Serzh” clearly and simply communicated the goals
of the movement, while the simple act of honking car horns also became a symbol of
the popular protests, aiding communication and raising awareness of the movement.
A clear goal to avoid violence granted the movement legitimacy and broad popular sup-
port. Finally, the movement encouraged support from all walks of society, liberal and
conservative, rural and urban. This avoided fracturing Armenian society and pitting
groups against each other from the start (Foster, 2019).

The Velvet Revolution in Armenia did not have any negative impact on the economy
during the first year after the political turnover. When the difference in the sum of GDP
after the revolution and the same sum for the counterfactual state were measured, the
best models (based on their accuracy) out of seven indicated that the difference between
the GDP prognosis using only pre-revolutionary data and post-revolutionary GDP was
either insignificantly small or positive, which means that the benefits of the revolution
outweighed the costs. Moreover, according to the most accurate model, CNN, the Ar-
menian GDP gained a surplus of around 850 million EUR within a year, following the
revolution. The Armenian revolution in 2018 proved that the people did not give up
and they changed the political situation in the country, establishing direct democracy.
After coming to power, one of the main goals set by the government was to fight cor-
ruption and the shadow economy, and within a year, it had added 130 million USD to
the budget, for this purpose. However, abrupt changes are often accompanied by cer-
tain negative effects, such as labour inactivity or the damage of public goods during the
revolution (Nahapetyan, 2020: 286-303).
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After 44 days of war in Nagorno Karabakh in 2020, the gating of Pashinyan fell down
and the new elections were held in 2021, in which his political party got 54% and he was
elected as the Prime Minister. According to the Constitution, 88 mandates were taken
by the Civic Contract Party, 44 mandates by 2 opposition parties, and 4 mandates by
the representatives of the national minorities in Armenia.

Conclusions

The Velvet Revolution is Armenia was one of good examples in political sciences, that
it is possible to change the power without using violence. There were many reasons for
the revolution to happen, such as: huge corruption in all spheres of public life, Sargsyan’s
desire to hold on to the power, big number of young people educated in European coun-
tries and well understanding the price of democracy and freedom. Moreover, Sargsyan
and his cabinet did not try to use the police forces to shed blood for holding the power.

The positive side of the change of power are: real fight against the corruption, fun-
damental freedom and elimination of the possibility of rigged elections. The negative
sides are: existence of hate speech both in online and offline space, existence of hate to-
wards any criticism of Pashinyan, non-professionalism of the high-level officials, liqui-
dation of many governmental institutions and removal of many governmental officials,
non-professional policy concerning to culture, education, diaspora, etc.

Being the MP, Pashinyan was against the Eurasian Economic Union and the Collec-
tive Security Treaty Organization, but after his appointment as the Prime Minister he
changed his opinion. This is due to the fact that Armenia cannot exit from the zone of
influence of Russia. After the visit of high-level US officials, Pashinyan announced the
possibility to close border with Iran, which can badly influence Armenian economy.
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