A Question of Law: Can legislation really prepare Armenia for the Council of Europe? By Ruzanna Hakobian 
ArmeniaWeek correspondent 
The Council of Europe aims at fostering democratic pluralism, human rights, and the establishment of the rule of law in nascent democracies of the former Soviet Union. 

Thus, the Newly Independent States are considered to develop a new European identity. On January 25, Armenia celebrated the first anniversary of its Council membership. 

How has the process of intensive democratization and the creation of this new identity affected society? Has this year introduced any visible changes in mentality? 

At accession Armenia undertook a number of important commitments. They include adoption of new laws on local self-government, media, political parties, non-governmental organizations, civil service, Ombudsman, alternative military service, as well as abolition of the death penalty. 

Armenia has also undertaken to remedy deficiencies in a new electoral law before the next election and to ensure that all churches, including the "non-traditional ones" can practice their religion without discrimination. 

During 2001 the National Assembly was busy designing laws that are a requirement for Council membership. In December, laws on civil service and non-governmental organizations were adopted. 

The laws on political parties and local self-government haven't yet passed their second reading. However the Deputy Chairman of the National Assembly believes they will be adopted during the spring session. Currently all parties are actively engaged in discussion of the law on parties. 

"There is a point in the draft law stipulating that a party should have at least 1,500 members. Thus the law will make small parties unite on grounds other than ideological. That will hardly improve our political life," says Aram Sargsian, Chairman of the Democratic Party of Armenia. 

Armenian Revolutionary Federation representative Gegham Manoukian agrees, saying: "There is no doubt that we need to clear the political terrain of our country. But we don't want artificial unification of small parties. We have to make sure that they unite on ideological grounds." 

The law on self-government was presented by Victor Dallakian, Chairman of the Committee on State and Legal Issues. It grants greater authority to local governments, placing marriage registries and several other institutions under their jurisdiction. 

The new law also significantly improves their finances. Now local governments will get control over 30 percent of property and income taxes as well as 15 percent of VAT (value added tax), increasing their budgets several fold. 

"The representatives of local self-government are most actively engaged in discussions on the law," Dallakian says. "They have already presented more than 1,000 suggestions." 

The law on media did not meet the one-year deadline. Both the Yerevan Press Club and the Ministry of Justice have presented their drafts, and the Press Club version won approval from the Council of Europe experts. Currently, media representatives actively participate in discussions on the law, which is likely to be adopted in the spring. 

As 2003 is a year of parliamentary and presidential elections the law on the election code should be in place at least one year in advance. There are two proposals on abolition of the death penalty, one presented by deputies, the other by the government, and an attempt is being made to unify them. 


So, the National Assembly has conducted some tangible work during 2001. But to what degree have the attitudes and mentality of society changed, and what impact will the new laws have in Armenia? 

The overwhelming majority of the population knows little about the laws being debated. Most are familiar only with the proposals to abolish the death penalty and protect the rights of homosexuals and religious minorities. 

People praise the idea of integrating Armenia into Europe, but at the same time doubt that real integration will take place soon. A random sampling of opinion by ArmeniaWeek reveals scepticism among many on whether the laws will be enforced. 

Most say that laws, even the best ones, cannot guarantee that democracy will be established or human rights protected. 

Virtually all of those questioned demanded the execution of those responsible for the Parliamentary killings of October 27, 1999. And almost everybody opposed reforms to improve the status of homosexuals and religious minorities, particularly with regard to Jehovah's Witnesses in Armenia. 

Pensioner Armen Hayrapetian, 65, says: "The killers must be executed. This is not only my opinion. This is the opinion of Armenians worldwide." 

Aram Baldrian, a 26-year-old salesman: "We don't need to eliminate the death penalty to become a democratic country. Isn't the United States a democratic country? The death penalty is not eliminated there. So why should Armenia eliminate it?" 

Anna Hayrapetian, an engineer, aged 30: "I welcome the membership of our country in the Council of Europe. We can feel more secure now. The international organizations will watch closely whether Armenia respects its international obligations on human rights." 

Amalia Chilingarian, unemployed, 45: "Homosexuals as a phenomenon are not characteristic of Armenian society. We cannot accept such things." 

When Armenia's application to the Council of Europe was being discussed, leaders of political parties in the National Assembly agreed to amend the necessary legislation. But now most parties demand the execution of those responsible for the October 27 events and are not eager to protect the rights of homosexuals. 

They explain such attitudes by the unprecedented nature of the crime and by the social values in Armenia that they say mean homosexuals cannot be accepted. 

Gegham Gasparian, Deputy Chairman of the "Rule of Law Country" faction, says: "We are not against abolition of the death penalty in general. But in this particular case we demand execution." 

Galust Sahakian, Chairman of the "Unity" bloc's faction told Radio Free Europe that execution was essential for the October 27 terrorists, saying: "This was an unprecedented crime, and nobody can teach us a lesson in that regard." 

Victor Dallakian considers the death penalty such an important issue for Armenians today that its fate should be decided only by a referendum. 

"The Council of Europe advocates democracy," Dallakian says. "So it is only fair that the 'demos' (Greek for 'the people') decides such crucial issues." 

Sargsian says that though Council membership is welcome, Armenia is not ready to end the death penalty. He also believes that it is unacceptable to pass laws on the rights of homosexuals in a society with such high family values. 

"While developing new laws the particularities and specific features of our society should not be ignored," Sargsian says. 

While Armenia has celebrated the first anniversary of its Council membership, changes in mentality are still ahead. The considerable challenge for specialists writing legal reforms is to pursue European values while holding fast to Armenian identity. 
Photos by Armenpress
©Copyright ArmeniaWeek Feb. 08, 2002. all rights reserved. http://www.armeniaweek.com/ is published by the FOURTH MILLENNIUM SOCIETY, publishers of ARMENIAN INTERNATIONAL MAGAZINE. Articles may not be published without prior consent. 
[image: image1.jpg]


[image: image2.jpg]


