
R ussia’s recent presidential election
suggests that the prospects for
genuine participatory democracy

remain grim, despite improvements in
the mechanics of election administration.
In both the December parliamentary, or
Duma, elections and the March presi-
dential poll, observers noted that
Russian elections were increasingly well-
managed and efficiently administered.
Sadly, however, the Potemkinesque look
of Russian elections conceals a political
landscape where voters have no real choices and opposition
parties do not function as a check on the power of the current
authorities. 

The March presidential election must be understood against the
backdrop of the political vacuum created after the December
Duma elections. Putin’s United Russia party swept the polls,
securing 300 of the 450 seats in the Duma. The democratic
opposition parties failed to gain even 5% of the vote, which
meant that they would hold no seats in parliament. Observers
protested that the government had exerted unreasonable influ-
ence over the media’s campaign coverage prior to the election.
Shocked by the scope of their defeat and suspicious of its
cause, the democratic opposition decided to boycott the presi-
dential election. 

The resulting presidential campaign, held
in February and March of this year,
exceeded most expectations in its surreal-
ism. Few candidates volunteered to run
against Putin, and some of those who did
had platforms indistinguishable from that
of the President. Meanwhile, candidate
Putin refused to use government cam-
paign funds, declined to be nominated by
his own United Russia party or any other
political party, and turned down invitations

to take part in televised debates. Instead, the President spent
funds generated from business contributions and used the news
media as his primary campaign tool. He found the media eager
to oblige him, and it wove favorable coverage of his campaign
into news reports that covered some 80% of airtime. 

Though democratic choice and freedom of the press seemed of
little concern to the Kremlin and the Central Election
Commission, formal observation of proper election procedure
became a matter of great importance. Given that the fairness of
the December elections had been questioned, the presidential
election was seen as a test for both election commissioners and
local leaders who were required to demonstrate that they could
banish such criticism and thus ensure the “legitimacy” of Putin’s
re-election. 

Voter turnout became a priority since Russian law requires that
more than 50% of the electorate participate for an election to be
considered valid. The government resolved this problem
through regional competitions to see who could achieve the
highest turnout – some regions even approached 100%.
However, the government was forced to answer questions when
it was reported that, in some instances, citizens were denied
admission to hospitals without absentee voting certificates and
students were not permitted to take exams until they had regis-
tered to vote. 

In Russia’s hobbled democracy, none of the checks and bal-
ances exist that could prevent the country from sliding back
towards authoritarian rule, by Putin or anyone else. Putin’s slips
of the tongue may or may not be accidental, but they speak vol-
umes about the poverty of his vision of democracy. Speaking to

supporters, he said, “One of the missions of any leader, 
especially the highest leader, is to suggest to society [the man]
whom he deems worthy to be in this position in the future. If 
the people agree and
accept him, it will be a
continuation of what is
being done today.”
Such is the prevailing
perception of partici-
patory democracy in
Russia today. Its focus
on selection of the
highest leader leaves
little or no room for
civic organizations,
political parties or local self-government. Following the March
presidential election, Putin now has a blank check signed by a
majority that does not want to take care of themselves.

Alexander Yurin is the Director of the Institute for Election
Systems Development in Russia.
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On April 5, 2004, in the world’s
largest single-day democratic
elections, Indonesians nailed their

choices for national, provincial and local
legislatures – literally. Indonesians use a
nail to punch a hole in paper ballots indi-
cating their choices. The country’s second
legislative elections since the end of former
President Soeharto’s 35-year autocratic
rule were a great victory for electoral
reform, the newly established independent
national election commission (KPU) and
the consolidation of democracy in
Indonesia. 

The magnitude of the KPU’s success has
been underestimated by the international
community and has surprised many
Indonesian political pundits and naysay-
ers. In the past two years, the nine mem-
bers of the KPU, most of whom are acade-
mics, carried out an impressive list of
accomplishments. They implemented new
election laws, built an independent nation-
al election organization with offices throughout the country and
registered 147.3 million potential voters. They certified 24 politi-
cal parties and almost 450,000 candidates, created over 2,000
new legislative districts, trained more than 5 million poll workers
and educated the electorate about the new election procedures
(which included a new elec-
toral system, modified open-list
proportional representation, as
well as voting for a new nation-
al chamber of representatives,
the DPD). They also distributed
660 million ballots and con-
ducted the elections for the
legislatures (including the new
DPD).

Obviously, elections of this
magnitude would be a chal-
lenge for any country, but the complexities of Indonesia’s geog-
raphy – an archipelago with 18,000 islands and some of the
remotest locations in the world, for example, almost half of the
sub-districts have no electricity or telephone service – increased
the challenge. The fact that 83% of the electorate, some 124.3
million Indonesians, turned out to vote in what were generally
regarded as free and fair elections is a testament to the magni-
tude of the KPU’s accomplishments.

A comparison of the 1999 elections with those of 2004 indicates
the progress of electoral reform in Indonesia. In 1999, voters
could not vote directly for the candidate of their choice. Rather,

they could only vote for one of 48 political
parties. Each political party maintained a
list of candidates for each province, but
many of these did not live in the province
they were to represent. This year, voters
were able to vote directly for the candi-
dates on the political parties’ lists in addi-
tion to voting for the political party of their
choice. In 1999, the national legislature
(DPR) had 500 seats, and 38 of these were
allocated without election to the military.
This year, the DPR has 550 seats, all elect-
ed from 69 legislative districts.

It seems that electoral reform is indeed
allowing Indonesians to make their voices
heard. While in 1999 the six largest parties
received almost 93% of all elected seats in
the DPR, this year these same parties
secured only 74.5% of the seats, and two
new parties have catapulted to national
prominence. The Democrat Party and the
Prosperous Justice Party, both with reform
platforms, together claimed 102 seats. The

emergence of these two parties will not only make the national
legislature more diverse but also may play a role in the election
of the next president. The leader of the Democrat Party is Susilo
Bambang Yudhoyono, and he is currently leading President
Megawati Soekarnoputri in the polls for Indonesia’s first direct

presidential elections in July.

In the end, it was the citizens of
Indonesia, through their peace-
ful participation in the electoral
process, observance of the laws
and regulations, and respect for
the rights and responsibilities of
each eligible voter, that made
the 2004 legislative elections
successful. These are most
interesting times for Indonesia:
the voters’ demands for reforms

have been heard and democracy has returned. While the mech-
anisms of democracy seem to have worked well in Indonesia,
some observers’ were surprised to see Golkar, the party created
by former President Soeharto, gain the largest percentage of
votes (21.6%), while Megawati’s party, the reformist PDI-P,
secured a smaller percentage (18.53%). Not everything about
the 2004 elections was perfect, but everyone must agree they
were a significant step in the right direction and offer many more
reasons to celebrate than did the 1999 elections. 

Mr. Valentino is a political and media consultant and a senior
advisor for IFES.
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