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Foreword

Our November edition of the Peace and Security Monitor delves into the most
recent tense elections happening in the South Caucasus as well as Western
Balkan's attempt to get closer to the EU. The outcome of the most recent US
elections has further increased the uncertainties of what the future is going to
look like in the region. While the EU is putting pressure and reminding candidates
countries that the path to the European Union is not guaranteed, Russia is further
consolidating its influence.

As Albania progresses in its long EU accession journey, the recent migrant deal
with Italy has raised questions whether the out-sourcing of EU border
management to Balkan countries is the right approach. Emily Galley takes a
closer look at this agreement and further analyzes what this means for Europe
and how this could potentially speed up the EU accession process of Western
Balkan countries.

Next year marks the 30 year anniversary of the Dayton Peace Agreement, which
ended a brutal three-and-a-half-year war in Bosnia and Herzegovina. A lot has
happened since then and much more needs to be achieved. Emma Munnelly
examines what this agreement looks like for the ethnic minorities co-living in @
structurally complex government and how this scheme is not inclusive to all
citizens. Taking a slightly different approach, Mia Baxley focuses on the social
cohesion aspect by emphasizing the importance of the Youth, Peace and
Security agenda as one of the main drivers to peaceful cohabitation.

Elections marred by foreign influence seem to be the theme for both Moldova
and Georgia, with the EU candidacy at stake more than ever. Marie Lureau is
deconstructing the political situation in the latest presidential election and EU
referendum in Moldova and also highlighting the division among people. To close
out this issue, JR Wikkerink brings us a full coverage of the parliamentary
elections in Georgia by comparing it to the previous election in 2020 and
introduces the reader to the powerful people behind the scene.
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Border Management and EU Membership: The Western
Balkans as the EU’s Buffer Zone

Emily Galley

Key Takeaways

e [taly's migrant deal with Albania is a novel
exercise in the context of the EUs growing
dependency on the Western Balkans to act
as guardians of the bloc’s eastern borders.

e The EU is expanding its presence on Western
Balkan borders through the deployment of
Frontex officers and expanded cooperation
agreements with domestic agencies.

e While the EU is facing renewed pressures to
bring Western Balkan countries into the
European bloc, accession of all the region’s
states is not assured, raising questions
regarding the bloc’s long-term border
security.

Introduction: The Italy-Albania Protocol

In mid-October, sixteen individuals were
deposited at the Albanian port of Shéngjin by the
ltalion  Coast Guard. These men - ten
Bangladeshis and six Egyptions — had been
rescued by the Italion Coast Guard from
international waters south of Italy while enroute
from Libya. While the women, children, and
anyone assessed as ill or vulnerable were
brought to the island of Lampedusa for
processing and treatment, the men transported
to Albania became the first subjects of Italy’s
most recent experiment in managing irregular
migration in the Mediterranean. [1]

Though Italy’s intent in removing the rescued
men to Albania was to process their claims for
asylum without allowing them to set foot on
ltalian territory, their stay at the new processing
facility was short-lived.

On October 18, within days of their arrival in
Albania, the Civil Court of Rome ordered that the
men be returned to ltaly.[2]

A second group of eight men from Bangladesh
and Egypt were sent to Albania in early
November; as with the first group, the Court
swiftly ordered that the men be transferred to
ltaly to have their asylum claims assessed.[3]

ltaly’s effort to divert migrants from its shores
and return them to their countries of origin is
unique in its particulars but not in its goal. The
country’s Albanian ‘experiment is firmly in-line
with the European Union's growing use of
agreements with Western Balkan states to
manage the bloc’s borders and the flow of
migration to them. At the same time, there is
growing pressure to bring the Western Balkan
states into the European fold. What results is @
tension between what the EU needs from the
Western Balkan states — border security and
assistance in managing irregular migration —
and the bloc’s power to determine the political
and economic future of those states through the
granting or withholding of membership.

ltalian Coast Guard vessel. Source: Francesco Placco, CC
BY-SA 4.0>, via Wikimedia Commons.
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The Western Balkans as EU Border Guards

Agreements that effectively delegate
management of the EU's borders to non-member
states - part of a practice known as
‘externalisation” - are not a recent or novel
phenomenon: since the 1990s, EU member states
have concluded dozens of agreements with non-
EU countries to limit emigration and to guarantee
the readmission of individuals denied protection in
the EU.[4] More recently, agreements with transit
countries like Libya and Tunisia have included
support for preventing migrant boats attempting
to cross the Mediterranean from entering
international  waters and reaching European
territory.[5]

However, the Albanian protocol represents the first
instance of an EU member state engaging in the
extraterritorial  processing of asylum claims
outside of the bloc[6] and other members are
watching the protocols implementation as a
potential model for their own management of
irregular migration.[7] Several EU countries have
expressed interest in similar ‘return hub” concepts
which would allow them to detain individuals
denied admission until they can be returned to
their countries of origin.[8] Albania signed the
protocol with Italy in November 2023 and, despite
constitutional challenges in  Albania[9] and
significant ~ criticismm  from international non-
governmental orgonisotions,[lO] ltaly has declared
its Balkan facilities ready to receive diverted
migrants. The use of a Western Balkan state for
‘off-shoring” asylum claims is novel; however, the
out-sourcing of EU border management to Balkan
countries is not.

The Western Balkans - made up of Albania, Bosnia
and Hercegovinag, North Macedonia, Montenegro,
Kosovo, and Serbia — are strongly associated with
emigration. Poor employment opportunities in
Yugoslavia fuelled an exodus of workers while the
wars of the 1990s created both refugees and
emigrants seeking both political stability and
improved financial prospects.[11]

In 2020, the countries of the Western Balkans had
a collective emigration rate of 21%; nearly as
many Bosnians live outside of Bosnia as remain
within the country.[12]

However, the region also occupies a unique
position vis-a-vis the EU in terms of security and
migration: it has been referred as a ‘pre-frontier
area and a ‘buffer zone' for the bloc.[13] The
Western Balkans Route is one of the main paths
for irregular migrants seeking to enter the EU due
to its position on the edge of the bloc, its visa-
free arrangements with non-EU countries, and its
proximity to the heavily trafficked Eastern
Mediterranean Route.[14] In 2015, at the height of
the so-called Migrant Crisis, over 800 000
irregular crossings were recorded on the Western
Balkans route, though the number of actual
crossings is likely higher as only an estimated
two-thirds of migrants registered in Western
Balkan transit countries.[15] This crisis both
moved the region to the centre of the EU's efforts
to stop irregular migration into the blocs and
created a humanitarian crisis in Balkan countries
without the resources or policies to manage the
massive flow of migrants and asylum-seekers.
While crossings via the Western Balkans route
have fallen from their late 2010s highs, they
remain significant with an estimated 100 000
irregular crossings through the region recorded
in 2023.[16]

The EU's Action Plan on the Western Balkans lays
out the bloc’s priorities of strengthening border
management and enhancing return processes
through  agreements  with  the  region’s
governments and the new Pact on Migration and
Asylum puts a special focus on the role of the
Wester Balkans in  migration management.
[17]One European official was cited as declaring
that border and migration measures in the
Western Balkans must be extensive and severe
enough to signal that attempting to enter the EU
via the Balkan Route would be ‘hopeless.’[18] To
this aim, the EU holds agreements with Albania,
Serbia, Montenegro, and North Macedonia to
allow the European Border and Coast Guard
Agency (more familiarly known as Frontex) to
conduct joint operations with domestic
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agencies on their borders. As of June 2024, 480
Frontex officers were deployed in the region,
principally along the external borders of Albania,
North Macedonia, and Montenegro.[19]

The Western Balkan States and EU
Membership

Frontex deployments in the Western Balkans are
funded through the Instrument for Pre-Accession
Assistance (IPA III), an instrument designed to
enable states to bring their practices and
policies into alignment with the EUs in
anticipation of accession to the Union. This,
amongst other things, makes the EUs border
management arrangements with the Western
Balkan states a deeply intertwined part of the
accession process for these states: Albania,
Serbia, Montenegro, Bosnia and Hercegovinag,
and North Macedonia are all officially candidates
for accession: as the first group of migrants was
arriving in Albania on October 15, Albania was
receiving the green light to begin negotiations for
accession.[20] Engaging with the EU on border
and migration issues may be viewed as a way
for EU candidates states to curry favour with the
bloc and move towards greater integration. In
2016, another candidate for accession, Turkey,
agreed to readmit Syrian asylum-seekers from
the EU in exchange for loosened Schengen visa
conditions for Turkish citizens and restarting
membership talks.[21]

Western Balkan states have largely been
enthusiastic in their implementation of migration
agreements with the EU; only Bosnia and
Hercegovina has rejected plans that would only
offer Frontex support on internal borders out of
fear that Bosnia will become a ‘dumping ground’
for migrants turned back at the Croatian border.
[22] This echoes concerns that the Western
Balkans have become a ‘cul de sac’ for irregular
migrants bound for the EU, reflecting a short-
term policy focus on containment and exclusion
rather than on sustainable, long-term solutions
tackling the roots of migration.[23]

However, since the Russian full-scale invasion of
Ukraine in 2022, the Western Balkans’ strategic
importance to the EU has become more
pronounced.

Economic, political, and social pressures are
straining Balkan states already struggling with
democratic processes, the rule of law, and weak
governance and there is serious concern that, if
they are not brought into the European bloc,
Western Balkan countries could turn to Russia or
China for support and collaboration.[24] Earlier
this year, Germany warned that the EU “‘cannot
allow ourselves grey areas anywhere in Europe
and must do everything we can to close flanks
that Russia can wuse for its policy of
destabilization, disinformation, and infiltration”
adding that the admission of the Western
Balkans states was critical in the face of ‘Russia’s
brutal imperialism.”[25]

At the same time, the Western Balkan states
have struggled with long accession processes
which have, for some, stretched over more than
a decade: Serbia first applied for membership in
2012 while Montenegro’s application dates back
to 2010. The lagging pace of domestic reforms
required to bring state policies and practices into
alignment with the EUs are a significant
contributor to these extended processes. In
Albania, serious corruption at all levels of
government is an ongoing issue and Bosnia
continues to experience high levels of organised
crime.[26]  Montenegro's new  government
includes pro-Russian parties, raising concerns
about the country’s commitment to Europe while
North Macedonia’s implementation of anti-
corruption measure is lagging and recent
changes to the criminal code may undermine its
ability to prosecute cases of corruption.[27]

Serbia, the largest and most powerful of the
Western Balkan states, also remains the most
worrisome. The country recently concluded a
free trade agreement with China and continues
to have warm relations with Russia, something
that may cost them their bid for EU membership.
[28]
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The question of Kosovo remains unresolved: not
all current EU members recognise Kosovo as an
independent state and, within the Western
Balkans, neither Serbia nor Bosnia recognise its
independence.[29] Most worryingly, recent public
opinion polls in Serbia have shown a decline in
support for European integration.[30]

There are also serious concerns surrounding the
treatment of migrants along the Balkan Route.
Physical violence against migrants on the part of
border authorities and theft of migrants’
belongings have been recorded by human rights
NGOs[31] as well as an increase in systematic
push backs across all Western Balkan states.[32]
The European Parliament and civil society
organisations  have  expressed  concerns
regarding their ability to monitor the activities of
Frontex and their domestic partners in the
Western Balkans as well as regarding their
operation outside the reach of EU laws.[33]

g
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Frontex officers (Bnaga Ha Peny6nuka CeBepHa MakeZaoHuja,
Source: Public domain, via Wikimedia Commons.

Conclusion

While the EU is steadily increasing its reliance on
the Western Balkan states for border security
and migration management, future EU expansion
into the region is not assured, complicated by
ongoing challenges regarding the rule of law,
corruption, human rights violations, and relations
with Russia. If any of the region’s states fail in
their membership bids, the potential for Russian
influence in the region could have serious,
negative implications for the management of the
bloc’s southeastern border.

On the other hand, the admission into the EU of
states struggling to maintain an acceptable
standard of law and order — including the poor
treatment of migrants at their borders — would
compromise the bloc’s ostensible values.
Whichever the case, alternative scenarios for the
EUs future in the Western Balkans must be
seriously evaluated.

Recommendations

e The EU must give serious consideration to the
possibility that not all Western Balkan states
may be successful in their bids for EU
membership and consider what long-term,
sustainable border management will look like
under such circumstances.

e The EU must evaluate the potential
consequences of the failure of Serbia to
integrate into the European bloc and the
security implications thereof.

e The EU must adopt a long-term approach to
border and migration management in the
Western Balkans that centres sustainability
and adaptability rather than reactive and
restrictive measures.

e The EU must not concede to a trade-off
between the fundamental rights of migrants
seeking to cross EU borders and the bloc’s
perceived security needs.
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Protecting Bosnia’'s Social Cohesion in 2025

Key Takeaways

e The year 2025 in Bosnia-Herzegovina will
mark the 30th anniversary of the Srebrenica
Genocide in July and the signing of the
Dayton Peace Accords in December.

e Throughout 2024, Bosnia made significant
advancements towards its European Union
membership and international reconciliation
with the Srebrenica Genocide. These steps
came despite increasing pushback from the
leadership of Republika Srpska.

e At a tipping point in modern Bosniad’s history,
there are several connecting factors in state
building and social stability that international
stakeholders should understand.
Peacebuilding steps should occur
simultaneously at all levels of society to
create adequate conditions for a pluralistic
Bosnia.

Introduction

2025 is set to become a pivotal year in Bosnia-
Herzegovina’'s modern history. Building on critical
international  developments throughout 2024,
2025 will also mark the 30th anniversary of the
Srebrenica Genocide and the signing of the
Dayton Peace Agreement (Dayton). In 2024
alone, the United Nations General Assembly
passed a landmark resolution recognizing
Srebrenica as a genocide, and the European
Council moved Bosnia's application for European
Union membership to the negotiation stage.
While these milestones show improved relations
between Bosnia and the core international
systems, they have faced significant pushback

from politicians in Republika Srpska and Serb
leaders in nationwide positions for years.

The events of 2025 may expose further cracks in
the political division of Bosnia's tripartite
presidency. Leadership of the presidency in 2025
will be held by Serb representative Zeljka
Cvijanovic and Croat representative Zeljko
Komsi¢, who each hold widely variable views on
Srebrenica  and Dayton’s core principles.
CvijanoviC, the former president of Republika
Srpska, will preside as president during the first
International Day of Reflection for Srebrenica.
Komsi¢, in his second four-year term as the
Croat president, will preside during the
anniversary of Dayton.

Given the sensitivity of these anniversaries, the
following article is a reflection on the events of
2024 and the ways that they may manifest in the
political competition of 2025.

Bosnia’s post-Dayton status quo

The government established by Dayton was
meant to be a temporary solution to end the
Bosnion War. Previous peace plans drafted
before Dayton all called for varying degrees of
ethnic power-sharing and partition, a model that
later developed into Bosnid's intra-national entity
structure and tripartite  presidency.[1] The
agreement quickly re-established a political
system rooted in ethnic competition. Dayton’'s
inability to push governance development
forward has enabled Bosnia’s most extreme
politicians to damage Bosnia's ability to create a
lasting social and civic identity away from ethnic
politics.[2]
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Some of the DPA’s most crucial pieces have been
criticised for being rushed. The first elections in
September 1996 encountered major security
issues and excluded thousands of Muslim and
Croat refugees from safely voting in their home
municipalities.[3]

Mobs burned the homes of Serb refugees in
Sanski Most and Muslim refugees in Prijedor to
prevent their return.[4] As thousands of potential
voters remained unaccounted for, observers were
unable to collect accurate counts on voter
turnout and eligibility.[5] Furthermore, Dayton only
limited indicted war crime suspects from running
for political office. As a result, the first election
reinstated dozens of local-level politicians who
would later be indicted by the International
Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia (ICTY)
for facilitating or participating in war crimes.[6]
These elections also established an ongoing
precedent of competition within the presidency,
as seen in the current administration of Becirovic,
Cvijanovi¢, and Komsic.

Ethnic make-up of Bosnia-Hercegovina, before and after the war

Boundary line between
Bosniak-Croat Federation and
the Bosnian Serb Republic

[ ] Croat W
M Predominantly Bosniak B

Serb
iak-Croat mixed

Source: Office of the High Rapresentative

Maps showing Bosnia’s ethnic composition. Left: One year
before the war; Right: Three years after Dayton. Source:
Office of the High Representative.

Recent developments to note in 2025

Srebrenica Resolution

In May 2024, the UN General Assembly passed
Resolution A/78/L. 67/Rev. 1, declaring July 11 as
the International Day of Reflection and
Commemoration of the 1995 Genocide in
Srebrenica.[7]

The resolution passed 84 to 19, with 68
abstentions.[8] Many of the 19 dissenting votes
came from outspoken allies of Serbia and
Republika Srpska, while Bosnia's other neighbours
voted in favour.[9] This was the second resolution
on Srebrenica to go to a vote in the UN, the first
being a 2015 Security Council resolution vetoed
solely by Russia.[10]

Local pro-government newspapers in Serbia
defied the vote and ran stories highlighting the 19
votes against as their closest allies against claims
of Serbia as a “‘genocidal nation.”[11]

Despite increased threats of violence in Republika
Srpska, local genocide memory groups have
continued their efforts in combatting denial. Much
of the effort is concentrated in calling out
glorification for General Ratko Mladi¢, the military
leader of the operation against Srebrenica in July
of 1995. One instance was a 10,000 euro fine
against Vlade Sladoje, then-mayoral candidate of
Mladi€’s hometown of Kalinovik, for using his
platform to glorify Mladi¢c and World War ll-era
Serbian national groups.[12] As of October, the
memory group Association of Victims and
Witnesses of Genocide have launched a new
reporting website to record and track all forms of
denial and exaltation of convicted war criminals.
[13]

Transitional justice efforts continue, but at a much
slower pace than in previous years. Between the
anniversaries in 2023 and 2024, Balkan Insight
reported that only two indictments and no
verdicts had been issued for suspected war
criminals.[14] Burial numbers at the Srebrenica-
Potocari Memorial and Cemetery decreased from
51in 2022 to 14 in 2024.[15] As 800 further victims
remain missing, slow legal efforts raise concerns
that they may never be found.[16] One hope for
the recognition of Srebrenica at the UN is that the
international community can take a more forward
approach to assisting the legal and forensic
effort. It remains to be seen how the denialist
movement  will evolve to hamper their
involvement.
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Bosnia’s European integration and limits
on civil society

Bosnia entered formal negotiations with the
European Union for membership in March of
2024.[17] Bosnia's current state of political
competition has limited the country’s ability to
build the strong democratic institutions
necessary for future membership.[18]

Leading Bosnian Serb politician Milorad Dodik, a
noted Eurosceptic, once proposed BRICS — the
multinational economic  system composed
primarily of Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South
Africa — as a membership alternative to the EU.
[19] As Republika Srpska’s current president,
Dodik's government briefly supported a “foreign
agents bill" in the vein of a similar law from
Russia.[20] Bills of this nature place limitations
on the freedom of assembly for civil society
organisations, standing in stark contrast to the
EU's membership requirements. However, in an
atypical move, the bill was shelved by the
parlioment in May of 2024 in favour of
‘harmonisation”™  with Western European
standards.[21]

The Council of Europe highlighted shortcomings
in the support of media freedom as early as
2017.[22] More recently, the International Press
Institute reported in January 2024 that Bosnia's
media freedom was in “survival mode” amidst a
rise in violence against journalists and public
attacks on the media by politicians in both
entities.[23] In particular, they have cited
Republika Srpska’s legal efforts to limit genocide
recognition, including the relegalisation of
‘defamation” against those who accuse others of
Srebrenica denial.[24] Online social movements
sit at the intersection of internet, media, and
organisational restrictions, limiting ways that
social media hashtags and groups can raise
awareness of ongoing affairs.[25]

More than 50 schools across Bosnia remain
separated in a system known as ‘two schools
under one roof” where children of different
ethnicities are housed in the same building but
taught different curricula.[26]

Through this system, interethnic interactions are
implicitly discouraged at an incredibly young
age. The system was established as a
temporary reconciliation measure after Dayton;
as with many other temporary Dayton tenets, the
measure did not evolve over time to meet social
cohesion needs.[27] Some of these schools
developed a national reputation for violence
between students and, at one point, were seen
as critical  peacebuilding  failures.[28]  In
response, the Albania Country Office of UN
Women published a report in 2023, in which
surveyed  youth in  Bosnia  highlighted
‘understanding” among the ethnic groups as a
crucial building block for social peace.[29] This
belief acknowledges the groups’ shared trauma
from the 1990s war and recognises a desire to
commiserate over national affairs regardless of
ethnic or religious identity.

Concerns in the Presidential Leadership

Next years presidential leadership will pose a
series of concerns and opportunities as the year
progresses. Serb tripartite member  Zeljka
Cvijanovi¢, assuming the chair from November
to July, was sanctioned in 2023 by the United
States Department of the Treasury as one of four
‘individuals involved in efforts to dismantle the
BiH state’[30] As Republika Srpska's president,
CvijanoviC signed a 2021 decree reversing former
High Commissioner Valentin Inzkos ban on
genocide denial.[31] Speaking virtually to the
Security Council, she called current High
Representative Christian Schmidt a “colonial
governor” and accused Bosnian political factions
of usurping excess power.[32] With ongoing
threats of violence from parts of the government
of Republika Srpska, CvijanoviC's post is set to be
a daunting time for Bosnia’s stability.

After Cvijanovi¢, Croat member Zeljko Komsi¢ will
take the post until March of 2026. Komsi¢ has
long been supportive of measures to unity
Bosnia's ethnic communities and combat
genocide denial. Most notably, in 2021, he walked
out of an interview with a reporter from Serbia
who began denying Srebrenica as a genocide.
33]
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the constituencies
represent. Sources: from left: 1) European Commission,
2022; 2) European Commission, 2023; 3) Quirinale, 2024.

The current presidents and they

At the UN General Assembly in April, Komsic
warned that Srebrenica denial opens the doors
for future genocides to carry out with impunity.

[34] Komgic has argued that the system
established by Dayton hinders  Bosnid's
democratic transition and encourages

destabilising ethnopolitical behaviour.[35] He, like
Cvijanovic, is also critical of the Office of the High
Representative in its mandate to facilitate a
democratic transition and equally address the
intra-national  entities.[36] As a moderate,
KomsiC has been criticised by nationalist factions
on allegations of support from Bosnian Muslim
voters and for being seen as unsupportive of his
own community.[37]

However, this criticism makes him an ideal
candidate for diplomatic communications during
Dayton’s anniversary and beyond.

Conclusion

The international community has made great
strides in connecting with Bosnia over the past
year. However, the complexity of concerns has
had a long-lasting impact on whole-of-state
stability. The governments system of ethnic
competition reflects the fractured society and
absence of common ground between citizens.
The absence of a pluralistic civil society limits the
freedom of socio-political movement for citizens
of the three main groups and erases the
individuality of minorities labelled as the “Other.”
[38] The international community is taking notice
of these increasingly visible cracks as 2025
approaches.
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At its foundation, Bosnia’s political stability and
basic civic freedoms rely on support for social
cohesion. While government competition
garners  the most international media
coverage, everyday interactions (or lack
thereof) between ethnic groups continue to
breed resentment and potential violence
among average people. Viewing social
relations through this lens exposes a cyclical
relationship between harmful official rhetoric
and accepted social segregation, one which
deserves special attention before Srebrenica’s
anniversary in July and Dayton’s anniversary in
December.

Recommendations

e States who voted in favour of the
Srebrenica  resolution  should  actively
engage with next year's memorial activities
and support their own Bosnian diaspora
communities. This outreach should include
opportunities  for  connection  across
ethnoreligious lines that create a mutual
understanding of each other’s postwar and
immigration experiences.

e International partners invested in Bosnia’s
security should focus efforts in the first half
of the year on mitigating violence during

President  CvijanoviC's  leadership. In
contrast, partners should seek
opportunities during President KomsSicC's

post for peacebuilding and reconciliation
efforts.

e A future post-Dayton system requires,
among other things, an adequate civic
education curriculum. Support for youth
peacebuilders can help to identify
educational gaps that have historically
stunted social development. International
development partners should support the
Youth, Peace, and Security agenda for
Bosnia as outlined in UN Security Council
Resolution 2250 (2015).
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Georgian Dream’s 2024 Election: Fraud, Foreign Pressure,
and the Future of Democracy in Georgia

JR Wikkerink

Key Takeaways

e The 2024 Georgian Parliamentary Election,
which resulted in Georgian billionaire Bidzina
Ivanishvili's Georgian Dream party holding
onto power has been marred by similar
accusations of election interference and
fraud seen in the 2020 election.

e Opyposition parties once again threatened to
boycott parliament with both the European
Union and Russia attempting to influence the
results through different means.

e The Georgian government needs to take
steps to develop trust in their electoral
system and ensure that the results of future
elections cannot be brought into question
over integrity.

Background

Georgian Dream and Bidzina Ivanishvili

The Georgian Dream party first came into power
in 2012 riding a wave of resentment against the
governing National Movement party who had
been in power during the August 2008 Russo
Georgian War. Georgian Dream was created and
financed by the Georgian billionaire Bidzina
Ivanishvili, whose wealth represents a quarter of
Georgia’s GDP.[1] Ivanishvili made his money by
founding banking, metals and telecom
companies and capitalizing on the chaos that
ensued following the collapse of the Soviet Union.
Since his foray into politics, he has remained a
mysterious figure who maintains a low public
presence but is still the kingmaker behind the

party.[2] One of the main factors in Georgian
Dream’s continued success is the sheer amount
of influence that Ivanishvilis businesses
combined with political power have over much
of the population. There is a general sense that
many people inside and outside of the
government owe their livelihoods to him and his
inner circle given how much power they wield.[ 3]
Another factor has been the stable relationship
with Russia since the war with Russia, and
Georgia not having any conflicts in over 15 years.

While in power, Georgian Dream has shifted from
portraying itself as a pro-western party to one
that has increasingly looked to play both sides in
Russia and the European Union.[4] The party has
increasingly passed laws that are more in line
with Russian values and threaten the Georgian
Dream’s promise of joining the EU by 2030. These
include a Russian style foreign agent’s law — also
drafted into law in Kyrgyzstan under Russian
influence — targeting foreign funded NGOs, the
takeover of the judiciary as well as an anti-LGBT
law.[5] Ivanishvili's rhetoric has matched this turn
with  his comments becoming increasingly
homophobic and transphobic and critical of
Europe and the United States.[6]

The 2020 Election

In 2020, the electoral commission declared
Georgian Dream the winner with 48% of the vote.
Opposition parties immediately rebuked the
result, accusing the Georgian Dream of stealing
the election.[7] Mikheil Saakashvili — the since
imprisoned leader of the opposition National
Movement - stated that “There are many
precincts where Georgian Dream got three
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hundred plus votes where turnout was 50, 60 or
less than 70 people. It is all on paper,” and urged
a similar popular uprising to the one that sprung
up in Kyrgyzstan earlier in the year.[8]
Correspondingly, allegations of vote buying,
threats against potential voters and observers as
well as counting violations were numerous.[ 9]

The OSCE declared that the election was
competitive with overall fundamentals having
been respected.[10] However, this did not stop
thousands from protesting in Tbilisi against the
results of the election and a declaration from the
opposition that they would be boycotting
parlioment.  Eventually,  European  Council
President Charles Michel stepped in to initiate
talks between the government and the
opposition to end the political stalemate. The EU
agreed to post bail for the former chair of the
National Movement whom Georgian police had
arrested for inciting violence at anti-government
protests and opposition parties agreed to end
the boycott of the parliament.[11]

The Lead Up to October

Lleading up to the parliamentary election in
October 2024, Georgian Dream and the
opposition parties, each looked to frame the
election in diverse ways. Georgian Dream
promoted a ‘global war party’ theory where
foreign actors were attempting to drag Georgia
into the War in Ukraine.[12] Ivanishvili reiterated
that “We choose peace, not war’ to a massive
rally held in Tbilisi three days before the election.
[13] Further, Ivanishvili called for opposition
parties such as the National Movement to be
banned from parliament as he claimed they had
committed treason in causing the 2008 war with
Russia.[14]

The opposition parties, on the other hand,
framed the election as a choice between Russia
and the EU. Despite Georgian Dream claiming
that they were still on track to join the European
Union by 2030, the Opposition cast doubt on this
assertion. In the weeks leading up to the election,
opinion polls suggested that Georgian Dream
would win the race, but the four opposition
parties combined would beat them.[15]
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People protesting in front of Parliaoment, Tbilisi, Georgia.
Source: Ezz Gaber Photography.

Election Legitimacy and Future Instability

On the day of the election, the election
commission announced that contrary to opinion
polling, Georgian Dream had achieved a majority
with almost 54% of the vote amid a higher voter
turnout than 2020.[16]

Immediately, accusations emerged of a large-
scale, complex rigging scheme by local
observers with international observers also
pointing out flaws before and during the polling
day. On election day, there was a climate of fear
especially in rural regions. There were complaints
of intimidation of civil society groups in the
country, reports of vote buying like the election in
2020 and of physical altercations.[17)8] The
International Society for Fair Elections and
Democracy (ISFED) found that physical and
verbal conformations were documented at 11% of
voting precincts.[19]

Following election day, democracy watchdog
Europe Elects stated that its findings showed that
in addition to election integrity violations
reported by observers, there was widespread
tampering in favour of the government.[20] This
was visible through the detailed official result
counts, which showed that some rural
municipalities saw abnormally high vote shares
for Georgian Dream, much higher than would be
otherwise expected by their modelling.[21] ISFED
also found abnormalities in the amount of male
and female voters with certain polling stations
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lexceeding 100% in male voter turnout.[22]
Furthermore, MyVote — a coalition of 30 NGOs -
noted that there were violations in over half of
the 1200 polling stations observed including
through systemic observer obstruction at 160
polling stations and violations of ballot secrecy
recorded at 365 polling stations.[23]

After complaints of these abnormalities, the
Georgian Prosecutor General's Office opened an
investigation into alleged rigging of the election
at the behest of the Central Election Commission
[24]. This request was undercut by the election
commission’s citing of positive remarks from
both the OSCE/ODIHR as well as an American
auditing company who monitored the election.
[25]

Future Unrest

Moving forward, there will be unrest for the near
future as the opposition parties have stated that
they will be boycotting the parliament in a similar
move to 2020 and have organized regular
protests in Thilisi against the results.[26] Further,
negotiations between Georgian Dream and
opposition parties will continue happening under
the shadow of increased foreign pressure both
from the EU and Russia. However, this foreign
pressure coupled with the lack of public trust in
Georgian election integrity and the lack of an
independent judiciary will continue to destabilise
Georgian elections and politics.

Following the election, EU ambassador Pawel
Herczynski released a statement that criticized
the Georgian government for stopping the
accession process and moving away from the

EU, its values, and its principles.[27] He
highlighted backsliding on fighting against
disinformation, political polarization, election

integrity and human rights as well as most
notably on judiciary and fundamental rights,
which he stated as unprecedented for a country
seeking to join the EU[28]. If Georgian Dream is
still set on joining the EU by 2030 as claimed,
there would need to be a meaningful change in
its approach to these key areas which will most

likely attempt to be countered by Russia.

Russia will continue to pressure Georgia to
remain more in its own orbpit rather than embrace
the EU. After the election, the Russians supported
the election of Georgian Dream with Deputy
Chair of Russian Security Council Dmitry
Medvedev going as far as calling for the arrest of
President Salome Zurabishvili because of her
refusal to accept the election results.[29]

This is consistent with prior Russian rhetoric
including a warning from Russia’s SVR foreign
intelligence service warning that the US could
prepare a coup to stop Georgian Dream from
winning.

Furthermore, like the Moldovan elections earlier
this year, Russia has had a hand in running a
disinformation campaign against political parties
supporting further integration with the European
Union.[30] Election analysts have noted that,
unlike Moldova, this Russian misinformation is
confounded by disinformation from high-ranking
Georgia officials.[31]  However, this influence
should not be taken as the Georgian Dream
being owned or run purely by Russia, rather
Ilvanishvili and the party are playing both sides
like Viktor Orban in Hungary. [32]
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Policy Recommendations

e Measures should be taken to increase public
trust in Georgian elections including but not
limited to the continued digitization of ballots
being fully implemented, stricter control over
actors who engage in election meddling
through  bribery and intimidation and
increased security measures — especially in
rural areas — need to be taken to ensure that
people cannot have their voting decisions
perversely influenced.

e The independence of the judiciary and
removal or lessening of the influence of
money from Georgian politics would improve
election integrity and political stability by

lessening the outsized power that specific People protesting at Freedom Square, Thilisi, Georgia.
individuals are able to wield over people due Source: Ezz Gaber Photography.

to power both politically and through people’s

livelihoods.

e Ensuring there are checks and balances in
place to prevent disinformation from
government  sources would help in
ameliorating opposition concerns around
disinformation and vote rigging.
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Bosnia and Herzegovina: Dayton Peace Agreement, Ethnic

Divisions and a Failing Democracy

Emma Munnelly

Key Takeaways

e The Dayton Peace Agreement ended the
Bosnian War and established the Bosnian
Constitution. This set out the country’s political
institutions, which focus on political power-
sharing and equal rights to the ‘constituent
peoples’ — Bosniaks, Croats and Serbs. Non-
constituent peoples, referred to as ‘others’, do
not enjoy the same political rights, and are
ineligible to run for certain political offices.

e Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH) has a complex
structure of governance. It consists of a
multi-layered institutional system at both a
state and entity level, including ethnic veto
powers, making political consensus and
decision making difficult.

e The European Court of Human Rights (ECtHR)
has ruled that the BiH Constitution is
discriminatory and violates European Human
Rights Law and international standards.

Introduction

Thirty years ago, on 21 November 1995, the
Dayton Peace Agreement was negotiated in
Dayton, Ohio. The US-brokered peace deal
ended a brutal three-and-a-half-year war in
BiH.[1] While praised for achieving peace, the
Dayton Agreement has received criticism for its
part in  maintaining and facilitating ethnic
divisions in the country. This article will examine
the constitutional provisions established in
Dayton, the discriminatory political landscape it
has created and its role in a failing democracy.

22

The Dayton and BiH

Constitution

Agreement

The BiH Constitution established in the Dayton
Agreement is structured around the theory of
‘consociational democracy, a political theory of
power-sharing. The theory was pioneered by a
Dutch American political scientist Arend Lijphart.
The main purpose of this theory is to guarantee
equal rights and representation in state
institutions to ethnic groups, while also including
a mutual veto and ethnic autonomy.[2]

The Constitution of BiH is outlined in the Annex 4
to the Dayton Agreement. It outlines the country
shall consist of two entities: the Bosniak-Croat
Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina and the
Serb Republika Srpska.[3] Dayton established a
constitutional system which affords superior
rights to the ‘constituent peoples’ — Bosniaks,
Croats and Serbs.[4]

The BiH Constitution makes a distinction between
‘constituent peoples’ and ‘others.” The category of
‘others’ refers to non-constituent citizens, this
includes national minorities, those with mixed
backgrounds, and those who do not identify with
an ethnically defined community. Under the BiH
Constitution, ‘others’ are BiH citizens, but have
limited political rights and are not entitled to run
for certain public offices.[5] Dayton established
a multifaceted political system, it is neither a
presidential or parliamentary system, but rather
a hybrid of both.[6] At state level, representation
of the three ‘constituent peoples’ are mandated
in the BiH executive, the constitutional court, and
in the tripartite presidency. While ‘constituent
peoples have a ‘vital national interest veto in the
presidency and in both legislative chambers. At
an entity level, both the Federation of BiH and
Republika Srpska have significant autonomy,
making both entities a powerful force.[7][8]
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BiH Political Institutions

To better understand the democratic landscape
in BiH, it is worth examining the political system
created by the BiH Constitution and Election Laws.
At a state level, BIH has a tripartite Presidency.
Article V of the Constitution outlines that the
Presidency of BiH shall consist of three members,
one from each ‘constituent peoples - one
Bosniak and one Croat from the Federation of BiH,
and one Serb from Republika Srpska.[10] The
members of the Presidency are directly elected
from the entities in a first past-the-post system.
They are elected for a four-year term and rotate
every eight months to stand as Chairman. The
Presidency is mainly responsible for conducting
foreign policy, proposing annual budgets and
nominating the Chair of the Council of Ministers.
[11] The Presidency makes decisions based on
consensus, however, a member of the Presidency
may veto a decision if it is deemed to be against
vital interests.” Therefore, cooperation and
decision  making are difficult[12]  The
Parliomentary Assembly of BiH comprises two
chambers, the House of Representatives and the
House of Peoples. According to Article IV the
House of Representatives consists of 42
members who are directed elected by the
citizens of BiH via a proportional representation
voting model: 28 members from the Federation,
14 from Republika Srpska.[13]

Ursula von der Leyen meeting the Presidency of Bosnia and
Herzegovina. Source: European Union 2024 via Wikimedia
Commons.

The House of Peoples consists of 15 delegates
from the constituent peoples’ - Bosniaks, Serbs,
and Croats. Article IV of the BiH Constitution sets
out the electoral procedure for the House of
Peoples. The seats are made up of 5 Bosniaks, 5
Croats, and 5 Serbs. The designated
Bosniak/Croat delegates are selected by the
Bosniak and Croat members of the Federation
House of Representatives. The designated Serb
delegates are selected from the Republika
Srpska National Assembly.[14]

As a result, the delegates to the House of
Peoples are indirectly elected by the entities
parliaments. The House of Peoples of BiH
expressly represents the interests of the
‘constituent peoples, with ethnic representation
directly linked to entity affiliation.[15] Therefore,
the ethnic interests of the Serbs from the
Federation of BiH and Bosniaks and Croats from
the Republika Srpska are not represented in the
House of Peoples of BiH. These citizens have
neither the right to be elected to nor to vote for
delegates of the House of Peoples from among
their constituent people. It is important to note
that members of other ethnic minorities are not
represented in the House of Peoples of BiH.[16]

The Council of Ministers of BiH operates as the
state-level government, with the Chairmen of the
Council effectively acting as the Prime Minister.
Article V (4) (b) of the BiH Constitution outlines
that the Chairman of the Council of Ministers of
BiH is nominated by the Presidency and
approved by the House of Representatives. The
Chairman of the Council then nominates
ministers and their deputies who are also
approved by the House of Representatives.[17]

At an entity level, both the Federation of BiH and
the Republika Srpska have significant autonomy.
[18] Both the Federation and Republika Srpska
have their own constitutions and government
systems. The Federation of BiHs government is
decentralised, with the parliament consisting of
two chambers: the House of Representatives
and the House of Peoples. The Federation also
consists of ten cantons, which are further divided
into municipalities. Republika Srpska is
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centralised and has one government. The directly
elected parliament of Republika Srpska is called
the National Assembly. The Republika Srpska also
has a Council of Peoples, although not a proper
chamber of parliament, it oversees laws adopted
by the National Assembly and ensures the
protection of national interests.[19] Both entities
have a Prime Minister and ministries, and their
parliaments have authority over areas such as
healthcare, education and agriculture.[20]

Another important institution to note is the Office
of High Representative (OHR). The OHR is an
international institution created in the Dayton
Agreement to manage the implementation of the
peace agreement and support the country’s
progression into a peaceful democracy.[21]
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European Court of Human Rights. Source CherryX via
Wikimedia Commons

Decisions of the European Court of
Human Rights

The BiH political institutions are for the most part
structured around representation of the three
ethnic groups, creating a system which alienates
‘others’ from participating in some aspects of
BiH's democratic process. The BiH Constitution
along with the country’s Election Laws have been
successfully challenged at the ECtHR.

In 2009, in the Sejdic and Finci case, the
applicants Dervo Sejdic and Jakob Finci — a
Roma and a Jew respectably, both citizens of BiH,
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brought a case to the ECtHR on the grounds they
were ineligible to run for election to the
Presidency or House of Peoples because of their
ethnicity. The ECtHR ruled that the exclusion of
citizens not belonging to the three ‘constituent
peoples from being elected to the Presidency
violated Article 1 of Protocol No.12, which provides
for equal treatment without discrimination. The
ECtHR also found that the exclusion from the
House of Peoples violated Article 14 of the
European Convention of Human Rights (ECHR),
in conjunction with Article 3 of Protocol No. 1,
which prohibits discrimination in the right to free
election.[22]

In 2014, in the Zorni€ v. Bosnia and Herzegovina
case, the applicant Azra Zorni¢ did not declare
affiliation to any ethnic group and therefore, was
unable to run for election to the Presidency or
House of Peoples. The ECtHR ruled in favour of
the applicant and reaffrmed that granting
special political rights to particular ethnic groups
to the exclusion of minorities or citizens is
discriminatory.[23]

Several other cases have followed the same line.
The ECtHR ruled in favour of Slaku, a citizen of BiH
who belonged to Albanian ethnic minority.[24] In
the case of Pilva, the ECtHR ruled in favour of the
applicant who challenged his inability to run for
election to the Presidency from the territory of
the Republika Srpska as he declared affiliation
with Bosniaks.[25] In the case of Pudari¢, the
applicant identified as Serb but lived in the
Federation of BiH, and therefore, was unable to
run for the Presidency. The ECtHR again ruled in
favour of the applicant.[26]

In 2023, the most recent case KovaceviC v.
Bosnia and Herzegovina, a citizen of BiH who did
not declare affiliation to any of the constituent
peoples and resides in the Federation of BiH. This
case differed from the previous cases as it
related to voter rights, the applicant argued he
was unable to vote for the candidates that best
represented his political views because they
were not from the right entity or right ethnic
group. The ECtHR ruled in favour of the applicant
and
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found that the territorial and ethnical
requirements amounted to  discriminatory
treatment in violation of Article 1 of Protocol No.12.
[27]

Aftermath of European Court of Human
Rights Rulings

The decision in KovaceviC was consistent with the
previous Court verdicts which found the
Constitution of BiH to be in violation of the ECHR.
The KovaceviC ruling underscores the right to
vote as a fundamental aspect of democracy.
[28] The Court made some strong assertions in
the Kovacevi¢ judgement, statingBiH was not o
true democracy but an “ethnocracy.’[29]
Responding to justification for the current system,
the Court outlined that even if a method of ethnic
representation is maintained in some practice, ‘it
should be secondary to political representation’
and “should not discriminate against ‘Others” and
citizens of Bosnia and Herzegovina.”[30]

The Court’s decision in KovaceviC was met with
positive reaction from supporters of reform in BiH,
including the Troika, an alliance of Social

Democratic Party, People and Justice party and
Our Party.[31] However, ethnic Serb and Croat
parties were critical of the Courts decision,
including Croat nationalist HDZ party (Croatian
Democratic Union of Bosnia and Herzegovina).

High Representative, Christian Schmidt. Source via Wikimedia
Commons
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TThey stated it was a ‘radical political agenda’
for Bosniaks to rule a unitary BiH and impose
their representatives on to Croatian people.[32]

In December 2023, the KovaceviC decision was
appealed by the BiH government and referred to
the ECtHR Grand Chamber.[33] In October 2024,
Christian Schmidt, the High Representative in BiH,
made a written submission to the Court, where
he echoed the arguments of HDZ.[34] Schmidt
claimed that upholding the ruling in Kovacevi¢
will be divisive and threaten the “precarious and
fragile situation” in  Bosnia.[35]  Schmidt's
decision to speak out on this case is unusual, a
High Representative had never spoken out in
opposition to an ECtHR ruling. Additionally, he
had not received support from the international
steering board, which oversees his office, to
engage in the appeal.[36]

Schmidt's actions were met with backlash, and in
October of this year, rights groups protested
outside his office in Sarajevo demanding his
resignation. There was widespread anger over
Schmidt's involvement in the case, specifically
the prospect he could address the ECtHR hearing
as a third party, raising major concerns over the
impartiality of the High Representative.[37]
However, the OHR has confirmed Schmidt will not
address the Grand Chamber, and despite media
reports, his personal participation in the case
was never planned.[38] The ECtHR hearing of the
Kovacevi€¢ case before the Grand Chamber was
on 20 November 2024, but the ruling had not yet
been announced at the time of writing this
article.[39]

A Failing Democracy?

Dayton arranged the political landscape in BiH to
appease the opposing parties of the Bosnian
war, preserving sectarian tensions and ethnic-
based control of territory.[40] The BiH
Constitution and Electoral Laws promote a
system where minorities suffer as second-class
citizens. An estimated 400,000 Bosnians, 12
percent of the population, cannot run for the
President or House of Peoples because of their
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ethnicity, where they live, or because they do not Recommendations
wish to declare an ethnic identity.[41]

e The government of BiH should ensure all
citizens are treated fairly and equitably. BiH
should implement the measures outlined in
the ECtHR judgements to amend the BiH
Constitution and Electoral Laws. (In the cases
of Sejdic and Finci, Zornic, Slaku, Pilav, Pudari,
Kovadevié of the ECtHR).

Despite six rulings by the ECtHR, no attempts
have been made by politicians to implement a
democratic  post-Dayton  constitutional and
electoral arrangement. This indicates those in
power favour utilising the Dayton system to their
partisan advantage, over risking the privileges of
power through adopting a fair and equal

democratic system.[42] e BiH should ensure all levels of government are

in full compliance with international human
. rights standards, to promote and uphold a
Conclusion contemporary democratic society.
While Dayton did bring peace to BiH, in terms of

progress, the country is at a standstill due to a

weak central government, a lack of cooperation

across the ethnic groups and a discriminatory

democratic process. With the KovacCeviC case

due this month before the ECtHR, the fate of

democracy in BiH rests with the Grand Chamber.

To align with its own established case law, the

Court should uphold its original ruling. The

judgement will not only be significant for BiH, but

also on a broader scale for democracy across

Europe. If the Court rules in favour of Kovacevic, it

will - reaffirm  European democratic  values,

however, if it were to rule against, it could send

BiH into a state of uncertainty. This has the

potential to be a landmark judgement, which

could advance the necessary constitutional

reforms needed for BiH to progress towards a

Euro-Atlantic future.
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The Moldovan Elections and Referendum:

A Contrasted Future for the Country

Marie Lureau

Key Takeaways

¢ The Moldovan elections and referendum on
an EU amendment have become the stakes
of an international dispute for influence
between Russia and the West.

e The elections were marred by
influence from pro-Russian actors.

foreign

e Although the results of the referendum
favoured the EU amendment, the win was
slim and reveals divisions in the Moldovan
population.

The Elections

On 20 October, 2.8 million Moldovans, or a
turnout of 36% of the electorate, voted in the first
round of presidential elections, in a particularly
tense context for this former Soviet country
whose neighbour Ukraine is currently fighting a
war with Russia. Moldovans were also asked to
vote for a referendum on an amendment to the
Constitution with a view to the accession of
Moldova to the European Union (EU). This article
would effectively enshrine a path towards the EU
for the country, regardless of government
changes.

Incumbent President Maia Sandu's decision to
hold this referendum on the same day as the
presidential election fed into this election being a
symbol of the country’s choice for the future: the
West or Russia. The international press and
analyses widely relayed that idea. [1][2]
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Indeed, the former Soviet country, though it
stayed in Moscows sphere of influence, has
sought to develop relations with Western Europe
since its independence. A strong advocate for
joining the EU, Maia Sandu and her Party of
Action and Solidarity (PAS) accelerated this
trend. The invasion of Ukraine by Russia further
pushed the leaders to make clear and drastic
decisions for the future of the country.

However, not all agree on the right path to take.
In addition to Sandu, ten other candidates hoped
to get elected on hugely different platforms,
including pro-Russian ones. Only one other
candidate had a real chance of getting elected:
Alexandr Stoianoglo of the Party of Socialists. His
nomination came as a surprise, as former
President Igor Dodon voluntarily backed away
from the election and gave his support to
Stoianoglo.[3]

A former Prosecutor-General of Moldova,
Stoionoglo was suspended and eventually
dismissed on anti-corruption charges in 2023 by
Sandu’s government which had been elected on
a platform of anti-corruption. Stoianoglo took the
fight to the European Court of Human Rights
which deemed that his right to a fair trial had
been violated by the Moldovan government.

Often presented as the pro-Russian alternative
to Maia Sandu’'s Western ambitions, his position
towards Moscow is more nuanced than it may
seem. Though part of a party with historical ties
to the Russian government, he has spoken of
balance between the different regional and
international stakeholders.[4] Stoianoglo,
however, is strongly opposed to the EU
amendment of the Constitution.
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Before the elections, polls noted a comfortable
maijority for the ‘yes” vote in the referendum.[5]
The opposition accused Sandu of cynically
appropriating a popular issue and linking it to her
campaign to ensure reelection. However, what
was to be a sure victory came out to rest on just
10,000 votes: only 50.35% voted in favour, with
analysts remarking on the decisive impact of the
votes of Moldovans abroad. As for the first round
of the presidential elections, incumbent President
Sandu obtained 42% of votes, more than
Stoianoglo’s 25%, but not sufficient to prevent her
from a second round.

This very slim victory on both the presidential and
the EU front shows that despite the strong moves
of the pro-Western government towards the EU,
the population is strongly divided on which path
is the best for Moldova.

The Breakaway Territories

Since the 1990s, Moldova has been twice divided
with two breakaway territories: Transnistria at the
southern border with Ukraine, and Gagauzia
further south of the country. Both territories,
though with vastly different situations, have
always been largely pro-Russian — a fact partly
due to the presence of a strong Russian speaking
minority.[6] These elections were no exception.

The increasing polarisation is unsurprising since
little was done in the past months to change the
trend, and relations between the Moldovan
government and the authorities in both territories
have worsened. Transnistria, and to a lesser
extent Gagauzia, is in a much weaker position
since the beginning of the war between Russia
and Ukraine, and the subsequent closure of their
border with the country. Their trade with Russia
shrank by 7 percent in 2022 and by further 39
percent in 2023.[7] They therefore are now more
dependent on European trade routes, and on the
Moldovan government. This emboldened Sandu’s
government to remove favourable  tox
arrangements in the name of conforming to EU
standards, but in this way seriously threatening
the territory’s economy.[8]
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This led its de facto leaders to engage in similar
retaliatory action, like suppressing favourable
terms for Moldovan farmers in Transnistria, and
to further turn to Russia.

In Gagauzia, the elected governor since May
2023, Evghenia Gutul, was projected into office
by llan Shor. A divisive figure, this pro-Russian
billionaire left the country due to his conviction in
a massive fraud and money laundering scandal
in 2014. However, he is still exercising a strong
influence, including through the party he created
and which Gutul is part of, the Victory Block.
Officially banned by the Moldovan government, it
sees Gutul as Shors puppet and therefore
refuses to engage in any dialogue with the
authorities.

As a result of the increasing tensions, both
regions voted heavily against the EU referendum:
69% against in Transnistria [9], and 95% in
Gagauzia.[10]  Unsurprisingly, they also both
voted against a second presidency of pro-
Western Maia Sandu. However, as noted by
analysts, Moldova will need to lower tensions with
the two territories, both because it is also

dependent on energy passing from Russia
through Transnistrio, and because a divided
country could become a major issue on the path
to EU membership.[11]

The President of Moldova, Maia Sandu, at the 2024 Ukraine
Peace Summit. Source: president.ge.
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Elections marred by foreign interference

These two elections took place within the broader
context of the war in Ukraine, which further
polarised the nation. Indeed, part of the “no” vote
to the EU amendment comes from a fear held by
a part of the population that attempts to get
away from Russia will lead them to suffer the
same fate as Ukraine.[12] Another part of the
nation saw this as another reason to accelerate
their move towards the West. The country has
been suffering economically since the start of the
conflict, which brought in waves of Ukrainian
refugees and led to major power cuts throughout
the country, Moldova being particularly sensitive
energy-wise, still being in great part dependent
on the energy from Russig, crossing through to
Ukraine, and resting on a deal nearing its end
date.[13]

In this context, Moldova has become the ground
for a battle between those looking to keep the
country in Russia’s orbit, and those hoping to
leave it as soon as possible. In its preliminary
report on the 20 November polls, the OSCE noted
that numerous concerns of “foreign interference’
marred the electoral process, with certain civil
society actors and analysts calling a ‘razboi
hibrid” or “hybrid war” from Russia on Moldova.
h14]

To that end, Moldova not only suffered cyber-
attacks, but several massive disinformation
campaigns were linked to Russian stakeholders.
For example, videos claiming President Sandu
forbade the collection of rosehips, an important
ingredient in Moldovan traditional tea.[15] Other
campaigns threatened that the EU was
considering opening camps for undocumented
immigrants to the EU in Moldova, about EU
mandatory “sexual education” or the obligation of
adopting gay marriage.[16][17]

Even more seriously, in late September, several
public buildings in Chisinau were vandalized. The
police announced that some of those arrested
had been trained in Russia to ignite protests and
destabilise the country and received payment for
those actions [18].
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Police determined that a group of 20 men had
been sent to Russia for training. In a later press
conference in October, the police said as many
as 300 men were trained in Russia. Other reports
of young Moldovans going abroad for training
specifically aimed at disrupting the country,
stated that llan Shor organised it through a
nonprofit called Evrazia.[19] The Moldovan
fugitive, now settled in Russia, is allegedly
involved in increasingly more serious attempts at
corruption.  Last  spring, the  Moldovan
government intercepted planes with several
passengers carrying just short of 10,000 euros,
the legal amount needing to be declared. In
total, over 900,000 euros to be used by anti-
Sandu actors for vote-buying were seized.[20]
Some attempts at calculating Russian influence
estimated that bribery attempts could have
reached up to 10% of the electorate.[21]

A polarised situation at the national and
international level

On the EU side, bringing Moldova closer is
important, first because it is geographically
strategic, situated between Ukraine and
Romania, an EU member. Chisinau obtained the
EU candidate status in June 2022, and securing
the Constitution amendment is a crucial step for
the Western friendly President Sandu to ensure
the country eventually joins the union.

Western powers took a strong interest in the
elections, which became a further ground for
polarisation. A draft resolution in the European
Parliament even denounced ‘provocations and
attempts to destabilise” Moldova and asked the
members to offer all means necessary to
counter them.[22] Canada, the United Kingdom,
and the United States have also issued a
statement warning of Russia’s disinformation
tactics.[23]  Moldova has already  been
collaborating with Western partners to increase
its resilience to disinformation.[24]
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Conclusion

Overall, on the international level, this election has
shown a further polarisation of EU and Russia, a
dynamic that may take place again in Eastern
European states where allegiances have yet to
e determined.

Although the elections have become mainly
discussed as an East versus West game, and a
good part of disinformation and corruption
played a part in its results, real concerns of
Moldovans regarding the European Union should
not be entirely dismissed. Moldova is still highly
dependent on Russia for its energy supply going
through  Ukraine, and the population is
understandably frightened that they may end up
in the same situation as their Eastern neighbour.

Moreover, indirect consequences of the war have
seriously damaged the country’'s economy, which
is causing a growing dissatisfaction with the
government. In the face of this and the mitigated
results of the referendum, Maia Sandu will need
to address that discontentment if she wishes to
trace a path to EU membership for her country.
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The Speaker of Parliament, Igor Grosu, voting in the
presidential elections and the constitutional referendum on
integration into the European Union. Source: Parliament of
the Republic of Moldova via Flickr.
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