Sahakian, Mayilian, 3 others seek NKR
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STEPANAKERT - National Security Service Director Bako Sahakian and Deputy Foreign Minister Masis Mayilian, along with three lesser-known figures, last week formally applied for registration as candidates for the presidency of the Nagorno-Karabakh Republic. The local Central Electoral Commission will review the nominations by the middle of next month, when the election campaign will officially start. The election itself is scheduled for July 19.

On April 20, Mr. Sahakian was nominated on a non-party citizens’ initiative, and on May 7 he received a joint endorsement from the leaders of the four political parties represented in Artsakh’s parliament – the ruling Democrats and Free Fatherland (Azat Hayrenik), as well as opposition-leaning Dashnaktsutiun and Movement-88 – making Mr. Sahakian the favorite in the race. But several senior Movement-88 members are supporting Mr. Mayilian, who submitted his nomination on May 5, also on a non-party citizens’ initiative.

As was previously discussed in these pages (see March 3 Reporter), based on local opinion polls Mr. Sahakian and Mr. Mayilian, along with parliament Speaker Ashot Ghulian, who decided not to run, have been repeatedly named as the preferred candidates for the presidency.

Bako Sahakian

Owing to his professional responsibilities National Security Service director, the 46-year-old Bako Sahakian has not been a public figure until recently. His main support base comes from government personnel, especially the officers of the Defense Army, security, and law-enforcement services. This is natural since much of this fairly large and influential stratum of Karabakh’s society would probably prefer to see a person with military and security experience in the post of president. Mr. Sahakian has been at his current job since August 2001 and previously served as NKR’s minister of the interior between 1999 and 2001. From 1997 to 1999 Mr. Sahakian was a senior aide to Armenia’s minister of national security and the interior, who at the time was Serge Sargsian. Until 1997, Mr. Sahakian held senior positions with NKR’s Defense Army. He participated in the May 1992 Shushi-Lachin and April 1993 Kelbajar operations, and was awarded the Combat Cross medal, first degree (the highest Armenian military decoration for valor in combat).

Somewhat surprising has been Mr. Sahakian’s nomination not by the ruling establishment or a political coalition, but as a non-party citizens’ candidate. This likely reflects Mr. Sahakian’s effort to appeal not just to his natural support base, but the entirety of Artsakh society. The main challenge for Mr. Sahakian and his electoral team currently being assembled would be to receive the support of the civil society and avoid being painted as solely a candidate of the state bureaucracy. Mr. Sahakian, with his significant organizational experience, appears up to this task.

Masis Mayilian

Mr. Mayilian’s emergence as an independent political player is a new development for Artsakh and in a way it reflects the society’s democratization. Although he has been a state official for much of his adult life, the 40-year-old Masis Mayilian has positioned himself as a civil society candidate. His nomination came just before the deadline, after lengthy and apparently complicated consultations with all of the main political and civic actors. Karabakh’s deputy foreign minister since 2001, Mr. Mayilian has been with the Foreign Ministry since its establishment in 1993 and is one of the few local officials with substantial exposure to international politics. He was a key staff member of NKR’s delegation to peace talks with Azerbaijan in the early to mid-1990s. From 1992 to 1993, Mr. Mayilian was a senior expert in the Department of Information and Press of NKR’s State Defense Committee.

Mr. Mayilian’s candidacy has generated considerable enthusiasm, with hundreds of would-be activists turning out to the launch. The initiative group supporting Mr. Mayilian’s candidacy includes representatives of nearly all of Artsakh’s political and civic groups.

The likelihood of success for Mr. Mayilian’s bid will to a great degree depend on his and his electoral staff’s ability to conduct a dynamic, agile, and well-organized campaign. A considerable challenge for them is to win over the traditionally conservative segments of Artsakh’s society. But good coalition management and effective outreach can address these challenges.

The other candidates

Three others – non-partisan NKR parliament member Armen Abgarian, local Community Party leader Hrant Melkumian, and Artsakh State University Professor Vanik Avanesian – are also seeking registration as presidential candidates, but their ultimate chances appear remote.

Elected to parliament from a Stepanakert constituency in June 2005, Mr. Abgarian was the only one of 33 parliament members to vote against the NKR constitutional proposal in November 2006. In the late 1990s, Mr. Abgarian was former Karabakh Army commander Samvel Babayan’s deputy for logistics. Since leaving the military, Mr. Abgarian has been engaged in private business.

Mr. Melkumian first sought the NKR presidency in November 1996. At the time he finished a distant third, behind Robert Kocharian and Boris Arushanian.

For Mr. Avanesian, this is a first presidential bid.

Reflections and outlook

So far, Artsakh politics have not followed the left-center-right divide of traditional democracies. To a great extent, this is a reflection of a social consensus over urgent challenges facing the republic as national security, state development, and continued democratization and civil-society building remain paramount. With consensus on strategic goals, the differences are on the means to reach them. Appreciation of this reality has allowed the outgoing president, Arkady Ghoukassian, to distance himself, at least on the surface, from the process of candidates’ nomination. In recent interviews, Mr. Ghoukasian has declined to endorse or campaign for any of the candidates. Artsakh society has proved its maturity and is quite capable of deciding on who it wants to see as its leader for the next five years.

The 2007 presidential elections in Artsakh will be a true contest, rather than an imitation of struggle. The people are set to open a new chapter in Armenian political history – unusual, unfamiliar, but promising – as they move ahead on the path of strengthening the revived Armenian statehood.
