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Dynastic succession (2003) 

 
Ilham and Haydar Aliyev. Photo: ilgazetesi.com.tr 

In 2003 the octogenarian president of Azerbaijan, Heydar Aliyev, was approaching the end of 

his second term. His country was preparing for presidential elections. This was the first ballot 

since Azerbaijan joined the Council of Europe two years before. Aliyev promised to be once 

again a candidate for reelection. However, having flown for emergency treatment to Turkey 

and the US in the summer of 2003 he was aware of his frail health. Instead of running again 

he paved the way for his son Ilham to succeed him.
[1]

  

On 24 August 2002 Heydar Aliyev organized a referendum on 39 amendments to the 1995 

constitution, Some of the key changes included the scrapping of the proportional electoral 

system – the move that was seen as disadvantaging the opposition parties.
[2]

 The number of 

votes needed to elect the President was reduced from two-thirds to a simple majority. Finally, 

the prime minister, rather than the speaker of the parliament, was designated as next in the 

presidential line of succession. As analysts and observers concurred, the changes were clearly 

designed to prepare the ground for a future power transfer to Ilham Aliyev.
[3]

 According to the 

official figures, the turnout was 88 percent and 97 percent of participants approved of the 

amendments.
[4]

 On 4 August 2003 Ilham Aliyev was elected new Prime Minister in 

parliament and thus became the first in line to succeed his father. Opposition deputies 

boycotted the vote. Then, two weeks before the scheduled presidential elections in October, 

Heydar Aliyev withdrew his candidacy in favour of his son. (Heydar Aliyev later died on 12 

December 2003). 

Ilham Aliyev, born in 1961, had spent almost all of his early life in Moscow. He studied at the 

Moscow State Institute of International Relations (MGIMO), an elite Soviet institution 

attended by children of high-ranking officials. When his father Heydar became president of 
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independent Azerbaijan in 1993 Ilham became Vice President of SOCAR, the state oil 

company. He also served as head of the Azerbaijani delegation to the Parliamentary Assembly 

of the Council of Europe from 2001 to 2003.  

In 2003 some doubted whether Ilham Aliyev would be able to fill the shoes of his powerful 

father.
[5]

 As analyst Audrey Altstadt put it on the eve of his election, "The younger Aliyev is 

not regarded as someone who is up to the challenges of the presidency or any other high 

office."
[6]

 Some anticipated that Ilham Aliyev would be weak, controlled by the old elites that 

rose to prominence during his father's presidency.
[7]

 Others anticipated a real electoral contest, 

the first since 1992. There was a sense of hope in the air about having meaningful elections.
[8]

 

 
Ilham Aliyev. Photo: NATO 

As the elections neared it quickly became clear, however, that candidates did not compete on 

a level playing ground. The Central Election Commission was dominated by government 

appointees. As Human Rights Watch noted, "government officials openly sided with the 

campaign of İlham Aliyev, constantly obstructing opposition rallies and attempting to limit 

public participation in opposition events."
[9]

 State-owned media, contrary to their legal 

obligation, failed to provide adequate media time to oppositional candidates.
[10]

 The police 

beat and intimidated opposition supporters. As Human Rights Watch reported in a briefing 

paper two days prior to the elections,  

"The direct result of the government-sponsored campaign against the opposition is that 

the October 15 presidential elections in Azerbaijan will be of questionable legitimacy, 

regardless of the fairness and transparency of the election-day procedures. Too much 

manipulation, too many arrests, and too many beatings have taken place already for 

the presidential elections to be considered free and fair."
[11]
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As Freizer put it, "in the months leading up to 15 October, violence was legitimised as an 

acceptable response to peaceful political gatherings, as government authorities warned that 

the opposition was committed to instability and overthrowing the state."
[12]

 

Aliyev's main rival in the election was Isa Gambar, Chairman of the Musavat (Equality) party 

and leader of an electoral bloc called "Bizim Azerbaijan" (Our Azerbaijan).  

The elections took place on 15 October 2003. Ilham Aliyev emerged victorious with 77 

percent of the vote. The runner-up Isa Gambar received less than 14 percent. The elections 

were marred by numerous violations and violence, especially in the post-election period. 

Election night and the following day witnessed serious abuses on the part of internal security 

forces. As opposition rallies took place throughout the capital, the police launched a brutal 

crackdown, killing several people, injuring many more and detaining over 600, including 

elections commission officials. Isa Gambar not only lost the elections but was kept under 

effective house arrest for twenty-five days as the media launched a campaign against him 

accusing him of conspiring to overthrow the government.
[13]

 

 
Isa Gambar. Photo: isagambar.az 

The elections were universally criticized by international monitors. In its final report, the 

OSCE election observation mission stated:  

"The 15 October 2003 presidential election in the Republic of Azerbaijan failed to 

meet OSCE commitments and other international standards for democratic elections. 

The overall process reflected a lack of sufficient political commitment to implement a 

genuine election process. There was widespread intimidation in the pre-election 

period, and unequal conditions for the candidates. The election dispute resolution 

mechanism generally did not provide an effective or timely remedy to complainants. 

The counting and tabulation of election results were seriously flawed. Post-election 
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violence resulting in the widespread detentions of election officials and opposition 

activists further marred the election process." (p. 1).  

Freedom House, in its 2004 Freedom in the World report, downgraded its ranking of 

Azerbaijan from "partly free" to "not free" "due to the holding of seriously flawed presidential 

elections in October and a subsequent government crackdown on opposition supporters". 

Azerbaijan has since been ranked "not free" in all Freedom House reports. The Institute for 

Democracy in Eastern Europe (IDEE), a think tank which had contributed 188 observers to 

the OSCE/ODIHR 500-strong monitoring mission, stated that the elections were a "sham":  

"Since none of the criteria for evaluating an electoral process were met," the observers' 

statement declares, "the presidential elections of October 15, 2003 in the Republic of 

Azerbaijan cannot be qualified as what in the practice of civilized nations is called 

"elections." (press release) 

A resolution issued by the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe pointed to 

numerous abuses including "intimidation of voters," "arbitrary arrests" of opposition 

supporters, "clear bias" in the media, and "excessive use of force" by security forces. 

According to this resolution "In a member state of the Council of Europe, which has been 

independent for more than ten years, such practice is unacceptable."
[14]

 

However, opposition protests had no impact: it proved unable to mobilize large numbers of 

people. As analyst Alex Rasizade noted,  

"Opposition parties lack a comprehensive political platform that could stir Azeris out 

of their conditioned torpor and attract large numbers of supporters. Unlike in the 

perestroika period, apathy and aversion to politics are alarmingly widespread in the 

benighted masses. For an overwhelming majority, stability and survival are now more 

urgent concerns than the abstract concepts of democracy and the liberation of 

Nagorno-Karabakh, which are generally seen as having brought nothing but war, 

ethnic cleansing, lawlessness and poverty. This is the real political climate in which 

the Alievs have smoothly passed power from father to son despite the opposition's 

vitriol" (p. 138).  

For Azerbaijani analyst Fariz Ismailzade the elections were a turning point:  

"the extreme polarization of the Azerbaijani political scene has reached dangerous 

level and any further alienation of the opposition will lead to further instability and 

violence in the country. The opposition forces believe that they have no avenues for 

political participation, as all elections are rigged."
[15]

 

Sabine Freizer summarized,  

"… [The] 2003 elections showed the effectiveness of violence and fraud as tools to 

maintain political power." 
[16]
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Ilham Aliyev. Photo: Unknown 

The rest of the world did not worry much about this dynastic accession, however. The New 

York Times observed in September 2003 that Russia's President Vladimir Putin had 

'implicitly endorsed' the candidacy of Ilham Aliyev by meeting and congratulating him on 

being appointed prime minister in August.
[17]

 Another NYT article noted that the US too was 

seeking "allies in combating terrorism, or energy reserves that lie off the coast of Azerbaijan, 

in the Caspian Sea. That has left the human rights groups of these post-Communist countries 

feeling increasingly vulnerable as their chief champion backs away from confrontation."
[18]

 

As The New York Times wrote, "Ilham Aliyev's rise to power in Azerbaijan sits well with 

Turkey, Russia and the United States."
[19]
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A color revolution in Baku? (2005) 

 

 
Orange Revolution in Ukraine, 2004. Photo: artdiamondblog.com 

In 2005, Azerbaijan was preparing for the parliamentary elections scheduled for November. 

This was to be the first parliamentary ballot since Azerbaijan's accession to the Council of 

Europe in January 2001 and since Ilham Aliyev's ascendance to presidency in 2003. With the 

exception of the 1992 presidential elections which brought Abulfaz Elchibey to power, none 

of the elections in post-Soviet Azerbaijan had met democratic standards. But this time, things 

promised to be different.  

The Azerbaijani opposition, fractured and humiliated after the defeat in the October 2003 

presidential elections, took a major step forward in May 2005 by forming an electoral bloc 

called Azadliq (Freedom). The bloc united three key parties - Musavat, the Azerbaijan 

Popular Front Party, and the Democratic Party. Azadliq, inspired by the Orange Revolution in 

Ukraine, adopted the orange colour as a symbol of protest and political change. The Azadliq 

campaign "attacked the Aliyev regime as a 'corrupted dictatorship that continues to rob the 

Azerbaijani people.'"
[1]
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The logo of the oppositional Azadliq electoral bloc - 

the motto translates as ' chose freedom, be free' 

 
Ali Kerimli, chairman of the opposition Azadliq (Freedom)  

bloc, casts his ballots at a polling station in Baku,  

capital of Azerbaijan, November 6, 2005 



Adding to the intensity of the pre-elections expectations was also the palpable change in the 

political environment throughout the post-Soviet region. This was exemplified in the 

emerging phenomenon of so-called "colour revolutions", which had already changed the 

governments in Georgia (2003) and Ukraine (2004).  

In the course of the Rose Revolution in Georgia and the Orange Revolution in Ukraine, non-

violent protesters, proclaiming their commitment to democracy and freedom, succeeded in 

challenging the official results of the rigged ballots. In both cases, the "revolutionaries" had a 

markedly pro-Western orientation, and in both cases youth organizations (in Georgia, it was 

Kmara (Enough) and in Ukraine, Pora (It's time) played an important role in the events. In 

these countries, youth activists drew on the experience of the Serbian youth movement Otpor 

which achieved the resignation of Slobodan Milosevic in Serbia in October 2000. The colour 

revolutions also drew an unprecedented amount of attention from the international media.  

Rose Revolution in Georgia, 2003. Photo: Wikipedia Commons 

The two post-Soviet leaders who were brought to power by the colour revolutions – Viktor 

Yuschchenko and Mikheil Saakashvili – were warmly welcomed in the US and European 

capitals. In what was a historic visit, George W. Bush traveled to Georgia and spoke to the 

crowds in Tbilisi on 10 May 2005, praising the Georgian "Rose Revolutionaries":  

"we are living in historic times, when freedom, from the Black Sea to the Caspian, and 

to the Persian Gulf and beyond … the seeds of liberty you are planting in Georgian 

soil are flowering across the globe."
[2]
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George Bush and Mikheil Saakashvili in  

Tbilisi, May 2005 

The media attention to the colour revolutions was high and manuals for activism were 

aplenty.  

The supposed formulate for success emerged soon after Serbia's deposition of Milosevic in 

October 2000 and hinged upon several factors. Independent media and especially television 

played a great role disseminating the message of the protesters. The opposition needed to 

present a unified front and rally behind one leader. NGO's (many of them Western-funded) 

kept the topic of elections and possible violations high on the agenda. There was also a need 

for a dedicated group of young people willing to participate in demonstrations.  

In April 2004, the Popular Front party created its youth wing, Yeni Fikir (New Idea) led by 

activist Ruslan Bashirli. The movement campaigned for free and fair elections on behalf of 

the Azadliq bloc. In early 2005, Maqam (It is time) commenced its activities, led by Emin 

Huseynov, a journalist who had covered the October 2003 presidential elections and was 

himself beaten up during the demonstrations. The mission of the 200-member organization 

was to increase the level of interest and engagement of the population in the parliamentary 

elections.
[3]
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Activist Ruslan Barshili, leader of the Yeni Fikir youth movement 

Finally, in April 2005 the newly established Yox! (No!) also joined the preparations for the 

elections. Yox! described itself as  

"a nonviolent political group that wishes to assist the democratic forces in Azerbaijan 

to be able to stand for the just and fair elections … We use the strategy and tactics of 

nonviolent actions, which so far has proved to have been successfully working in 

Serbia, Georgia, Ukraine and Kyrgyzstan."
[4]

  

The organization's motto was "YOX! to Antidemocratic actions! "YOX! to violence!" YOX" 

to dictatorial regime!  
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The logo of Yox! (No!), an oppositional youth 

movement in Azerbaijan 

The activists interested in colour revolutions would not find themselves in short supply of 

suitable material and manuals. They read the works of Gene Sharp, who has been named 

"Machiavelli of non-violence". Gene Sharp had published manuals on how to organize non-

violent protests. One of the best-known works was From Dictatorship to Democracy: A 

Conceptual Framework for Liberation (2002), freely available online. Originally published in 

1993 to support Burmese dissident, From Dictatorship to Democracy has been translated into 

over 30 languages, including Azeri.
[5]

  

 
Gene Sharp, a retired Harvard researcher, is considered the godfather of nonviolent 

resistance. Photo: Mary Knox Merrill /Staff 
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Members of Yeni Fikir were in contact with Pora! activists in Ukraine.
[6]

 In the midst of the 

electoral campaign, Murad Hassanli, an LSE-educated youth activist, traveled to Georgia to 

meet with the representatives of the youth movement Kmara (Enough!). Hassanli had come 

back to Baku to become spokesperson for the oppositional Azadliq block, writing speeches 

and producing press statements.  

Michael McFaul, an expert on colour revolutions in the post-Communist context, identified 

several factors that are essential for a successful color revolution: 

 a semi-authoritarian rather than authoritarian regime  

 an unpopular incumbent  

 a united, organized opposition 

 independent media, to report on electoral fraud  

 an opposition capable of mobilizing thousands of people to protest election fraud  

 divisions among the regime's coercive forces.
[7]

  

Unlike Georgia and Ukraine, Azerbaijan satisfied few of these criteria. Ilham Aliyev, while 

unpopular with many, could still not be compared to the deeply unpopular incumbents in 

Georgia and Ukraine – Eduard Shevardnadze and Leonid Kuchma. Many in Azerbaijan 

believed he brought stability and rising incomes to the country. The opposition's ability to 

mobilize large crowds to protest against election fraud was limited; police brutality was much 

higher in Azerbaijan 

The attention of the West also could not compare with the cases of Ukraine and Georgia.  

 
Emin Huseynov, journalist and founder of the Maqam youth movement 

http://www.esiweb.org/index.php?lang=en&id=321&country_ID=2&slide_ID=11#_ftn6
http://www.esiweb.org/index.php?lang=en&id=321&country_ID=2&slide_ID=11#_ftn7


While young Azerbaijanis were optimistic, the debate in the United States itself showed 

uncertainty about the preferability of regime change in Azerbaijan. Bush's exuberant 

"Freedom on the march" rhetoric was up against the old familiar dilemma: what to choose, 

democracy or stability, in the strategic region that Azerbaijan was? An article by David 

Sanger in The New York Times spelled it out:  

"Every week, the White House seems to find itself in a balancing act between 

promoting democracy, on one hand, and supporting friends in combustible but 

strategically important parts of the world."
[8]

  

Analysts in Azerbaijan commented on the West's reluctance to spoil relations with a 

"strategically important ally". As Leila Alieva described it,  

"With Aliyev cooperating with the United States and Europe in areas such as security, 

counterterrorism, and energy, Western policy makers felt little desire to see power 

change hands in Baku. The typical position of Western officialdom, then, became 

praise of Ilham Aliyev as "young and well educated," combined with vaguely 

expressed hopes that the regime would gradually liberalize and "allow" the opposition 

and other parts of society to play a role in the new parliament."
[9]

 

The government's stance 

Ilham Aliyev 

When questioned about their attitude toward the brewing protests and the opposition's rallies, 

the Azerbaijani authorities would send an ambivalent message. On the one hand, the common 

response received by Western interviewers was to brush aside the rallies and protesters as 
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weak, dishonest, and unpopular. In an interview with the Economist, Ilham Aliyev stated that 

his regime was 'more popular" than the regimes that fell victim to the colour revolutions in 

Georgia, Ukraine or Kyrgyzstan and that he didn't perceive the protesters as a threat to his 

party's victory in the elections. 
[10]

 Interviewed by BBC shortly before the elections, Aliyev 

stated, "There is no doubt that the elections will be free and fair and will reflect the will of the 

people of Azerbaijan."
[11]

 

These words squared poorly with the government's actions before, during and after the 

November 2005 elections. In particular in the post-election period, contrary to the proclaimed 

indifference, the authorities unleashed the police and internal forces on the protesters with 

brutality and launched a wave of arrests of key opposition activistsThe Azerbaijani leadership 

seemed to be following the example of Russia, where many remained convinced that US-

sponsored NGO's had instrumental in funding the opposition, organizing street protests and 

ultimately effecting regime change in Georgia and Ukraine.  

The government arrested a number of youth activists, including Yeni Fikir's leadership, 

accusing the latter of plotting a coup and conspiring with Armenian intelligence.
[12]

 Ukrainian 

youth activists who had taken an active part in the Orange Revolution were banned from 

entering Azerbaijan. Journalists who were known for criticizing the government were, too, 

targeted in the time leading to the elections. Smear campaigns and violence abounded.  

The opposition was only allowed to organize rallies in certain locations as the elections 

neared, with the city centre being off limits, allegedly for security reasons. Nevertheless, 

throughout September and October Azadliq decided to hold rallies in central squares in 

violation of the prohibition, having to deal with violent police crackdowns as the 

consequence. The crackdowns and arrests were filmed by BBC as part of the documentary 

"How to Make a Revolution". The government's reaction was put into question the motives of 

the protesters. Filmed by BBC, Ilham Aliyev said that "their [the protesters'] intention is to be 

beaten and then to present themselves as victims, to be shown on international TV and in 

newspapers and to create a wrong image [of] the government of Azerbaijan."
[13]

 

Stills from the BBC Documentary How to Plan a Revolution. Photo: BBC 
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How to Plan a revolution: A story of two opposition activities 

to launch an orange revolution in Baku, Azerbaijan after 

parliamentary elections of 2005. Copyright: BBC World 

Election day  

The election day was 6 November 2005. The voting process was generally assessed as 

"calm", yet the situation deteriorated markedly during the subsequent vote counts. As 

OSCE/ODIHR observers reported, "a wide range of serious violations were observed during 

the vote count at the polling stations (in 41 per cent of counts observed)."
[14]

 In addition, the 

CEC failed to consider many of the numerous complaints received after the election day (in 

excess of 1,000). 
[15]

 All in all, the elections were judged as not meeting "a number of OSCE 

commitments and other international standards for democratic elections."
[16]

 

The final results were as follows: the ruling party, YAP, won 56, the Azadliq bloc had 6, 

while "independents" (many of them in reality associated with the YAP) had 40 seats, and 

other, smaller parties, received 13 seats
[17]

. Only 115 out of 125 seats in the parliament had 

deputies though, as results in 10 constituencies were voided: in six constituencies by the 

Constitutional Court and in the remaining four, by the CEC.
[18]

  

The Azadliq bloc organized repeated protests against the elections results viewed as rigged. 

The protesters carried posters saying "Stop selling our democracy for oil!" "Youth activists 

were a ubiquitous presence at the opposition rally. With orange bandanas -- symbolic of 

Ukraine's Orange Revolution -- wrapped around their heads, they led the chants and 

distributed leaflets and banners".
[19]

  

The protest rallies took place on 9, 13 and 19 November, as well as one on 26 November, 

after the observer mission had already left. 
[20]

 The November 19 rally was especially well-

attended, drawing crowds of up to 30,000 people, according to BBC. In a pattern familiar 

from the Orange Revolution, many protesters wore orange and called on Aliyev to step 

down.
[21]

 In what some analysts saw a strategic mistake, however, the demonstrators did not 

put up tents to stay on the streets overnight, as the Azadliq bloc called on the people to go 

home in the evening, possibly fearing police violence. By doing so, however, the momentum 

was lost, and the story of the Orange Revolution did not repeat itself.
[22]

 The scale of the 

protests was also smaller than in Ukraine or Georgia. 

Here, again, the internal divisions within Azadliq prevented the bloc from mounting effective 

protest. There was no agreement about the right strategy to respond to election fraud: whereas 

the Popular Front and Democratic Party called for more radical measures, Musavat took a 

milder position. At the November 26 rally, the first two parties called for a sit-in, while 

Musavat called on its supporters to go home. Brutal police intervention broke up the sit-in.
[23]

 

Disagreements also took place on the issue whether to agree to take seats in the new 

parliament, with Musavat maintaining that it was the lesser evil, while the other parties 

refusing, arguing that the parliament was illegitimate. In February 2006, the Azadliq bloc 

broke up.  

On 13 May 2006, repeat elections were held in the ten constituencies where the vote 

outcomes had been judged invalid due to fraud. This fell far short of the demands of the 

opposition, which was challenging voting results in nearly a hundred constituencies. Most 

opposition parties, with the exception of Musavat, refused to send candidates for the repeat 

http://www.esiweb.org/index.php?lang=en&id=321&country_ID=2&slide_ID=11#_ftn14
http://www.esiweb.org/index.php?lang=en&id=321&country_ID=2&slide_ID=11#_ftn15
http://www.esiweb.org/index.php?lang=en&id=321&country_ID=2&slide_ID=11#_ftn16
http://www.esiweb.org/index.php?lang=en&id=321&country_ID=2&slide_ID=11#_ftn17
http://www.esiweb.org/index.php?lang=en&id=321&country_ID=2&slide_ID=11#_ftn18
http://www.esiweb.org/index.php?lang=en&id=321&country_ID=2&slide_ID=11#_ftn19
http://www.esiweb.org/index.php?lang=en&id=321&country_ID=2&slide_ID=11#_ftn20
http://www.esiweb.org/index.php?lang=en&id=321&country_ID=2&slide_ID=11#_ftn21
http://www.esiweb.org/index.php?lang=en&id=321&country_ID=2&slide_ID=11#_ftn22
http://www.esiweb.org/index.php?lang=en&id=321&country_ID=2&slide_ID=11#_ftn23


elections.
[24]

 Musavat, however, did not gain any votes within the group of 10. Five votes 

went to the ruling party YAP, three to non-partisan candidates, and the remaining two votes to 

candidate from the parties which are believed to constitute the more "loyal" opposition.
[25]
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The 2008 elections and the end of democracy 

 

 
Polling station in Bilasuvar, Azerbaijan. Photo: flickr/Matthias Catón 

2008 Presidential elections  

As the October 2008 presidential elections neared, there were many signs that they would not 

be competitive. In terms of resources or ability to mobilize crowds, the opposition parties 

were weaker then in any past election. The consolidation of power and resources around the 

governing Yeni Azerbaycan Partiyası (YAP), the years of falsified elections, harassed 

activists, structural obstacles to free and fair elections – such as the Central Election 

Commission's government dominated composition - all contributed to a general sense of 

political apathy among critics of the government. It was widely seen as a foregone conclusion 

that Ilham Aliyev would be reelected for a second term as President.
[1]

 The distinguishing trait 

of these elections was the absence of competition.  

In the summer of 2008, the Azerbaijan parliament had rejected the Venice Commission and 

OSCE's Joint Opinion, dated June 2008, stressing the need for parity in the election 

commissions. Azerbaijan's election commissions remained under control of the ruling Yeni 

Azerbaycan Partiyası (YAP), taking decisions with two-thirds majority. As long as this is the 

case, the opposition argued, "fraud during the counting and tabulation of votes" cannot be 

prevented. 

On 4 August 2008, the day the YAP nominated President Ilham Aliyev as its candidate to run 

for a second term, the Musavat Party announced it would boycott the elections because of 

"continued persecution of the opposition, a lack of normal and free conditions for holding an 
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election and restrictions on campaigning." 
[2]

 The Azadliq Bloc, an alliance of other 

opposition parties, had already decided to boycott the elections on 20 July 2008.
[3]

  

Seven candidates took part in the race. Besides the incumbent Ilham Aliyev, they were 

characterized as "political nobodies."
[4]

 Isa Gambar, chairman of the Musavat Party, who had 

come in second with 12 percent in the 2003 presidential elections was not a candidate for 

example.  

 
Election poster of Ilham Aliyev 

As the October 2008 presidential elections neared, recent violent post-election demonstrations 

in Georgia (November 2007) and Armenia (March 2008) cautioned the authorities to take 

precautions. In Baku, rallies were only allowed in designated places and campaign posters 

could also only be displayed in designated sites. 

Ilham Aliyev's campaign focused on economic growth, though the president did not himself 

take part in debates- stating he would rather give other candidates more opportunity. The 

other candidates, according to the report of the International Election Observation Mission, a 

joint undertaking of the OSCE, the Council of Europe and the European Parliament, 

"commanded little apparent public support, and furthermore mostly lacked national campaign 

structures to effectively present alternative views to the voters."
[5]

 The same report pointed out 

that the media gave limited coverage to the campaigns.
[6]

 

Ilham Aliyev emerged as the winner with 88-89 % of the vote. Voter turnout was 75.64 

percent. The candidate who came in second was Igbal Agazada – an MP who had supported 

Isa Gambar in the 2003 presidential elections – with only 2.86 % of the vote.
[7]

 Some of the 

other candidates did not even reach 40.000 votes, despite having had to collect that many 

signatures in order to register.
[8]

  

The Constitutional Court judges, each of whom had been presidentially appointed, confirmed 

the election results, paving the way for the inauguration on 24 October 2008. At the end of the 

month, Ilham Aliyev appointed the cabinet of ministers, changing only one of the 20 ministers 

from the previous cabinet.  

  

2009 Referendum on constitutional changes   

Soon after Ilham Aliyev's reelection a new development proved even more distressing for the 

government's critics. In December 2008, the ruling party announced draft constitutional 

changes. 29 articles of the constitution would be amended, the most important change being 

the abolition of the presidential term limit. (The constitution limited presidents to two five-
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year terms). All of the proposed changes would be put to the public in a referendum to be held 

in March 2009.  

AZAD (Azerbaijani Americans for Democracy) held two protest demonstrations in the US. 

The first was on 30 December 2008 in front of the Azerbaijan's embassy in Washington. The 

second was in front of the UN building in New York where some 20 protesters chanted 

slogans and carried signs which read: "No to Monarchy", "Free Media in Azerbaijan", "Save 

the Republic", and "No King for Azerbaijan." Emin Milli attended this second protest and is 

visible in the front of the demonstrators in pictures from the event. 

 
Ilham Aliyev casting his vote at the 2009 referendum 

The referendum on the 29 constitutional amendments took place on 18 March 2009. Each 

proposed change was voted on separately.  

All of the amendments passed with 87% and 92% vote. 

Voter turnout was officially 71%. Ali Akhmedov, executive secretary of the ruling YAP party 

claimed this high voter turnout was evidence of support of the amendments. Leader of the 

opposition Musavat Party Isa Gambar said the real turnout was less than 15 percent.
[9]

  

The Azerbaijani blogosphere reacted to the referendum with disgust and, perceiving a 

complete lack of serious election monitors, the young bloggers took it upon themselves to 

highlight voting fraud. Ali Novruzov, in his blog In Mutatione Fortitudo, reported,   

"The polling station was completely empty except for Precinct Election Commission 

members. Even election "observers" were outside chatting, smoking and joking. The lists 

where voters put their signatures after receiving their ballots were completely empty, except 
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for some random signatures. What drew my attention was the contrast between the completely 

empty lists and three boxes completely full with ballots. The boxes were so full that I hardly 

could cast my ballot into one of them. I looked at time – it was 15:45 – empty lists, empty 

station, full boxes".  

The Norwegian Helsinki Committee released a harsh statement on the referendum: 

"The Referendum over Constitutional amendments in the Republic of Azerbaijan took 

place in an atmosphere of intimidation of voters and of all those who opposed the 

reform of the Constitution". " The hastily called referendum was never subjected to a 

meaningful public debate, which would have allowed for raising any relevant concerns 

related to the Constitutional reforms." " By removing the limitation of terms, 

Azerbaijan is moving away from European governance practices. In Europe, 

presidency without limitation of terms exists only in the Republic of Belarus, often 

called ‘the last dictatorship in Europe'". 

The last remaining hope in the possibility of democratic transition faded with this referendum. 

Bloggers expressed dismay and frustration. 

  

2010 Parliamentary elections  

Parliamentary elections were set for 7 November 2010.  

Radio Free Europe quoted political analyst Shahin Abbasov saying "The opposition is weaker 

than ever, there is no real alternative and no real competition in this election. I think the 

election's results are predetermined."
[10]

 

Many felt this election would be just like the past ones. The title of an article in Radio Free 

Europe in 4 November was "Same Procedure As Every Five Years: Azerbaijan Elects A New 

Parliament."  Human Rights Watch reported the environment in Baku as the elections neared 

as follows:  

"Parliamentary elections are coming up on Sunday, but there is little sign here of the 

excitement that one would expect. The central public square in Baku, where 

opposition supporters used to gather, has been turned into a parking lot. The 

government routinely denies requests to hold demonstrations. Police swiftly and often 

violently break up unauthorized protests, often arresting peaceful protesters and 

journalists documenting police actions. (…) With the vanishing space for free 

expression, the upcoming elections risk the same fate as the fraud-tainted elections 

here in 2003, 2005 and 2008." 
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Posters for the November 7 parliamentary elections in Baku 

Some argued these elections' run-up was worse then any previous. Gorkhmaz Askarov for 

example pointed out widespread denial of registration to many oppositional candidates, the 

shortened 23-day campaign period, prohibition of political rallies during the election period, 

and the opposition's complete disillusionment with institutions like the Council of Europe.  

He explained,  

"Unlike the elections of 2000 and 2005 when there was hope in the authority of the 

Council of Europe, and unlike the elections of 2005, which were imbued with the 

spirit of the color revolutions in Georgia and Ukraine, the elections of 2010 are held in 

an atmosphere of total depression and lack of hope for any meaningful, positive 

development in the country."
[11]

 

Some were still trying to get the international community more involved, such as Razi 

Nurullayev, deputy chairman of the Popular Front Party, who was running as a candidate 

from AXCH-Musavat bloc. He circulated emails widely, pointing out ongoing violations and 

calling for ‘much stricter observation.' 

The elections were held on 7 November 2010. 700 candidates ran to fill 125 seats of the Milli 

Majlis. The Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe sent more than 300 

observers. Official turnout was a low 50 percent.  

As Vafa Jafarova put it, referring to the low turnout and addressing Aliyev directly, "Doesn‘t 

this tell you anything? Read carefully: No one believes you! They don‘t like you! They are 

only afraid of you! … No dictatorship is forever."
[12]
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Results of the parliamentary elections of 7 November 2010
[13]

 

Parties Percentage Seats 
Yeni Azerbaijan Party (Yeni Azərbaycan Partiyası) 45.8 72 

Civic Solidarity Party (Vətəndaş Həmrəyliyi Partiyası) 1.6 3 

Motherland Party (Ana Vətən Partiyası) 1.4 2 

Equality Party (Müsavat Partiyası) 1.8 — 

Azerbaijani Popular Front Party (Azərbaycan Xalq Cəbhəsi 

Partiyası) 

1.3 — 

Independents, candidates who did not indicate their party 

affiliation, others 

48.2 48 

Total (turnout 50.1%) 100.0 125 

Most of the independents are known to be aligned with the government. No candidate from 

the two leading opposition parties Azerbaijan Popular Front (AHCP) and Musavat won a seat.  

ODIHR's final report (25 Jan 2011) on the parliamentary elections in Azerbaijan stated that: 

"Certain conditions necessary for a meaningful and competitive election were lacking 

in these elections. The fundamental freedoms of peaceful assembly and expression 

were limited and a vibrant political discourse facilitated by free and independent 

media was almost impossible. A deficient candidate registration process, a restrictive 

political environment, unbalanced and biased media coverage, disparity in access to 

resources to mount an effective campaign, misuse of administrative resources as well 

as interference by local authorities in favor of candidates from the ruling party created 

an uneven playing field for candidates. Not all electoral contestants were able to 

compete on a basis of equal treatment by the authorities as called for in paragraph 7.6 

of the OSCE Copenhagen Document. Overall, these elections failed to meet a number 

of key OSCE commitments for democratic elections and important elements of 

Azerbaijani domestic legislation." (from the Executive Summary)  
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