
Post-election violence in Belarus in December, Ukraine’s 
political reversals, and the persistence of autocratic rule 
throughout the region underscores the unfulfilled democratic 
expectations of the post-Soviet states. The policies of sev-
eral consecutive U.S. administrations toward these countries 
reveal an insufficient understanding of their political develop-
ment and may even endanger their independence without 
promoting durable democracies. 
 
Washington has primarily looked at the political process in 
countries from Ukraine to Central Asia through the prism of 
the peaceful Central-East European (CEE) transitions. Such 
an approach neglects important domestic factors, including 
the goals of authoritarian regimes, the role of political, eco-
nomic, and regional interest groups, internal and external 
security threats, and the variety of non-state opposition ac-
tors ranging from peaceful democrats to Islamic militants 
and violent revolutionaries.  
 
Both governmental and oppositionist ambitions and strate-
gies must be scrupulously dissected if effective U.S., as well 
as European Union, policies are to be devised. Over the 
past two decades Washington has understandably sup-
ported the evolution of civil societies, but sometimes with 
simplified perceptions of government and opposition. It 
seems to overlook the fact that violence may be employed 
by various actors at different times. Indeed, not all opposi-
tionists are model democrats attuned to the Western tradi-
tion. 
  
Strategies pursued by the political opposition are primarily 
calculated to elicit an anti-regime response from interna-

tional institutions and foreign governments. Conversely, the 
strategies pursued by ruling regimes are calculated to pre-
serve political continuity, avoid a succession crisis, ensure 
territorial integrity, and defend state sovereignty from an am-
bitious Russian government that views these states as part 
of its imperial patrimony. 
 
After several “colored” revolutions, including the peaceful 
Orange Revolution in Ukraine, the events in Kyrgyzstan dur-
ing 2010 demonstrated that not all means used by the oppo-
sition against an authoritarian regime are necessarily peace-
ful or democratic. Such an understanding was evidently 
lacking in March 2005 when angry crowds linked to the po-
litical opposition ousted Kyrgyz President Askar Akayev. 
This “Tulip Revolution” was welcomed by the U.S. admini-
stration and most human rights groups, failing to recognize 
the potential precedent of using violence for political ends.  
 
The role of the opposition in the post-Soviet region remains 
diverse. In some countries, all opposition is prohibited or 
major restrictions are placed on its activities. In others, it is 
able to function, compete in elections, stage protests, and 
even prevail in electoral disputes. One main divergence in 
opposition strategies has been the use of violence for politi-
cal goals. Such examples have been witnessed in Kyr-
gyzstan, Belarus, and Moldova. Uzbekistan, where the de-
mocratic opposition has been heavily suppressed, armed 
insurgency has been promoted by a militant Islamist opposi-
tion and precipitated the massacre of hundreds of civilians 
by Uzbek security forces in the town of Andijan in March 
2005. 
 

Volume 2▌Number 1 ▌February 2011 

THE TRANSITION TO AUTHORITARIANISM 



velopment. In ideal conditions, post-authoritarian systems 
transit into pluralistic ones and several parties can be suc-
cessful in elections while third parties become essential for 
forming government coalitions.  
 
Even when two political streams dominate in new democra-
cies, there needs to be fluidity in membership and voting 
patterns, with new formations finding success in subsequent 
elections. Albania, however, suffers from a political bipolar 
disorder despite numerous attempts by political activists to 
break the deadlock and form competitive third parties.  

 
Unlike most other communist states Albania did not have a 
dissident counter-elite or an alternative reformist stream in 
the ruling party. Hence, new parties were directed by strong 
leaders in a top-down process of management. Additionally, 
party divisions are not based on ideologies or programs but 
are grounded in group loyalties and interests. 
 
A zero-sum political culture predominates, with clear winners 
and losers at each ballot and no compromises between the 
two major parties, except in electing a weak president 
through a parliamentary vote. Some smaller parties have 
been brought into governing coalition but this does not 
threaten the major party monopoly. Both Socialists and De-
mocrats have adopted such a strategy to give the impres-
sion of political breadth. 
 
Attempts to form durable third parties have proven difficult. 
Although some have persisted through several election cy-
cles, the Democrats and Socialists together always control 
over three quarters of parliamentary seats. It suits the two 
mega parties to have numerous smaller parties rather than a 
single third-force which could become the king maker party 
and draw them into electoral coalitions. Deputy bargaining is 
also prevalent and creates the impression that parliamentari-
ans sell their seat to the highest party bidder as loyalties can 
be switched for a price.  
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The repressive policies of certain governments have been 
condemned internationally without exploring the ramifica-
tions of intense political competition and election turn-
arounds for state stability, institutional development, and 
national independence. Regime strategies have principally 
focused on fortifying state power, preserving the current 
leadership, and suppressing opposition forces. This survival 
strategy is based on a number of fears: national destabiliza-
tion through internal ethnic-based conflicts as witnessed in 
Kyrgyzstan, territorial partition as conducted in Georgia and 
Moldova, political paralysis as evident in Moldova and 
Ukraine, together with the ever-present threat of Russian 
manipulation. And in the case of Central Asia, escalating 
threats from militant Islamists and terrorist cells. 
 
The Russia “reset” adopted by the Obama administration to 
gain Moscow’s cooperation in confronting security threats, 
has posed an additional challenge. Several neighboring 
capitals calculate that the U.S. may perceive Russia as a 
guarantor of stability in the post-Soviet region and downsize 
its political presence. Reducing Western involvement with 
the post-Soviet governments, despite their autocratic nature, 
may further endanger state sovereignty and increase their 
exposure to violent instability and even Russian state cap-
ture.  
 
A more nuanced U.S. approach will have important strategic 
implications in consolidating statehood and preventing Rus-
sia’s reimperialization. Long-term engagement is certainly 
more constructive than sanctions and isolation. Targeted 
assistance by Washington and Brussels can improve gov-
ernance, strengthen national sovereignty, and gradually de-
velop democratic practices among the major political con-
tenders. A sound policy must also determine which opposi-
tion strategies in ousting non-democratic regimes are legiti-
mate and constructive in building stable and durable democ-
ratic systems,  and which strategies may actually undermine 
both national and Western interests. 

 

*   *   *   *   * 

 
CRISIS OF DEMOCRACY IN ALBANIA 

 
Albania is rocking from a successive political crisis that is 
endangering the country’s social stability. This time it is not 
the collapse of pyramid schemes and state institutions that 
is the cause of potential mayhem, but the bifurcation and 
polarization of the political space. 
 
Albania is an object lesson that new democracies run the 
risk of political partisanship being transformed into perma-
nent elite divisions that precipitate a crisis in democratic de-
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The violence witnessed on 21 January with the deaths of 
four protesters demonstrates that Albania stands on a slip-
pery slope of radicalization. Parliamentary boycotts and mu-
tual propaganda attacks by government and opposition have 
effectively ground to a halt essential reforms for EU integra-
tion. 
 
The real losers of the incessant political feud are the citizens 
of Albania who have the misfortune to be trapped in a dual 
between elite interest groups for whom the country’s pro-
gress is of secondary concern. Western powers have 
watched the crisis unfold without taking effective action. It 
may be time to issue an ultimatum to the country’s political 
leadership: either a political compromise is reached so re-
forms can be implemented with a timetable of targets before 
new elections are scheduled or Western sources will expose 
evidence of corruption at the highest party levels and dis-
credit both sides in the current conflict.  
 
With Albania’s political leaders continuing to flaunt their im-
maturity, international pressure is essential to prevent the 
country slipping into chaos. In the highly charged environ-
ment it is doubtful whether the appointment of EU envoy 
Miroslav Lajcak will be sufficient to forge a political compro-
mise without effective U.S. involvement. 

 
*   *   *   *   * 

RENEWED TURMOIL IN THE WESTERN 
BALKANS 

The year 2010 had brought great promises for the Western 
Balkans: Croatia and Serbia reconciled and seemed deter-
mined to move the broader region closer to European insti-
tutions; Belgrade promised to hold practical talks with 
Prishtina following encouragement from the United Nations; 
and the strong electoral results of the multiethnic Social De-
mocratic Party (SDP) in Bosnia-Herzegovina evidently sig-
naled a desire to overcome nationalist disputes. And yet, 
conditions seem to have deteriorated over recent months, as 
Balkan politics has become the art of postponing decisions 
until they explode in your face. 

Continued from page 2  
 

Recent changes in the electoral process from a mixed mem-
ber proportional system to a regional proportional one 
means that party thresholds will vary in each region and may 
limit the number of parties entering parliament. Electoral 
code changes have also made it hard for small parties to 
survive and their only option is to join either the ruling gov-
ernment or the main opposition coalition to avoid becoming 
extinct.  
 
According to the new code, electoral commissions will be 
composed from representatives of the two biggest parties, 
thus consolidating the two-party system. Voting for an inde-
pendent party will be largely seen as wasteful. When Social-
ist leader Edi Rama and current Prime Minister Sali Berisha 
approved the new electoral code in December 2008, Ilir 
Meta, head of the Socialist Movement for Integration, and 
ten MPs from the remaining smaller parties went on a hun-
ger strike for two weeks to protest the changes. This caused 
a rift between Meta and Rama, and the coalition between 
Meta and his former Democratic Party rival was seen as a 
move motivated primarily by personal revenge. It also dem-
onstrated that the one issue that can unite the DP and SP is 
the preservation of their duopoly. 
 
Albania suffers from an extensive patronage network, a 
spoils system of official appointments, favoritism shown to 
supporters of the governing party, and various levels of state
-party corruption. Clientelism is now deeply ingrained in the 
political system while internal party dissent usually results in 
expulsions in both major parties. For example, several So-
cialist members were excluded from parliamentary group 
meetings and prevented from participating at the Socialist 
congress for questioning Rama’s tactics of boycotting parlia-
ment and calling for strikes to paralyze the country. 
 
Political revenge also remains a prevalent force: the basic 
tactic is to contest the results of elections whether the irregu-
larities are major or minor and thereby undermine the legiti-
macy of the current government. As a result, Albania experi-
ences regular parliamentary boycotts, constant complaints 
to international institutions, calls for mass strikes and pro-
tests, and periodic hunger strikes. And each government is 
unyielding to any requests for investigating voter fraud alle-
gations pursued by the opposition. 
 
The political standoff over the 2009 elections has dragged 
on longer than any previous blockage in Albanian politics 
and the democratic environment has deteriorated. Executive 
decisions by Berisha and Rama discourage alternative path-
ways out of the crisis. Anti-government and pro-government 
rallies have turned violent and the danger of street clashes 
and attacks on government buildings could in the worst case 
scenario lead to armed conflicts and potential civil war. 
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schedule. The PM’s announcement came a month after the 
Social Democratic Union of Macedonia (SDSM) initiated a 
boycott of parliament following a police raid on opposition-
friendly A1 television channel. SDSM leader Branko Crvenk-
ovski, who had set the opposition protest in motion, de-
nounced what he considers to be a politically motivated in-
vestigation, a threat to media freedom, and nothing less than 
the death of democracy. But even though the former Presi-
dent called for early elections, he is now using delaying tac-
tics and preconditions to aggravate the loss of support for 
the current VMNO-DPMNE government. Meanwhile, PM 
Gruevski faces increased opposition from the nationalist  
right as former Prime Minister and VMNO-DPMNE founder 
Ljubco Georgievski announced his return from political re-
tirement. As a result, Gruevski may need to rush the elec-
tions through to win a new four-year term. The intensified 
political bickering over the coming months will only under-
mine a long-awaited economic recovery, and postpone a 
solution for the name dispute with Athens, which has so far 
blocked Skopje’s EU and NATO bids. 
   

In Kosova, the political crisis which started with former Presi-
dent Fatmir Sejdiu’s resignation in September 2010 has 
barely ended. Following the controversial victory of the De-
mocratic Party of Kosova (PDK) in the December 2010 snap 
elections, Prime Minister Hashim Thaci has assembled a 
seemingly weak coalition government while New Kosova 
Alliance (AKR) leader Behgjet Pacolli was elected President 
by a narrow parliamentary majority. In addition to a split 
within the PDK regarding the coalition agreement with the 
AKR, the political divide separating the PDK from the De-
mocratic League of Kosova (LDK) has considerably widened 
over the past six months. PM Thaci now faces reinvigorated 
opposition from the LDK and the Alliance for the Future of 
Kosova (AAK). Furthermore, the organ trafficking allegations 
against members of the current government, reignited by the 
passing of a Council of Europe resolution on 25 January, 
have tarnished the young republic’s reputation.  
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In Bosnia-Herzegovina, the political leadership is still dis-
cussing power-sharing five months after the country held 
general elections. Having secured a stable majority in Re-
publika Srpska (RS), newly elected RS President Milorad 
Dodik swiftly appointed his cabinet in the Bosnian Serb en-
tity. However, disagreements between Bosniak and Croat 
parties have paralyzed the Federation’s decision-making 
process, thus preventing the formation of a state-level gov-
ernment and increasing social unrest in an entity on the 
verge of bankruptcy. Time is running out in the Federation, 
since a failure to adopt the entity’s budget by the end of 
March will automatically trigger early elections. In contrast, a 
more politically and financially stable RS has continued to 
assert its autonomy by rejecting constitutional changes to-
wards a stronger central government, and openly defying 
the authority of High Representative Valentin Inzko.  
 
In Serbia, a government reshuffle will aim at improving the 
image of the current administration before the 2012 parlia-
mentary elections. Nevertheless, the planned reduction of 
the number of ministries, intended to increase efficiency, 
could modify the coalitional agreement between the Democ-
ratic Party (DS), the Socialist Party of Serbia (SPS), and the 
G17+. Prime Minister Mirko Cvetkovic will also have to re-
store shaken confidence among the ruling parties, after coa-
lition member G17+ criticized government performance in 
mid-February. Moreover, a difficult economic situation has 
amplified general dissatisfaction. Increasingly frustrated with 
high unemployment, weak wages, and growing inflation 
pressure, the Serbian population seems more receptive to 
the populist message delivered by opposition leader 
Tomislav Nikolic (Serbian Progressive Party, SNS). Riding 
this wave of economic discontent, Nikolic has called for early 
elections and warned of massive protests across Serbia in 
the coming weeks.  
 
In Croatia, similar social grievances have become entangled  
with Croatian war veterans’ displeasure over Zagreb’s coop-
eration with the International Criminal Tribunal for the former 
Yugoslavia (ICTY), and have erupted into violent clashes in 
Zagreb. Facebook-organized gatherings have been de-
manding the replacement of Prime Minister Jadranka Kosor 
and Interior Minister Tomislav Karamarko, as well as the 
holding of early elections. The Croatian Democratic Union 
(HDZ)-led government, blamed for deepening hardships and 
mismanaging the economy, will have to withstand increased 
pressure through the remainder of the parliamentary term if 
it wishes to challenge the Social Democratic Party (SDP) in 
the November 2011 general elections.  
 
Talks of early elections are also in the air in the Republic of 
Macedonia, as Prime Minister Nikola Gruevski declared that 
a snap vote could be organized more than a year ahead of 
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The overall political situation could therefore contribute to 
hindering the upcoming dialogue between Prishtina and Bel-
grade, push back vital improvements for everyday life in 
Kosova, and undermine the EU integration of the broader 
Western Balkan region. 
 
Progress toward EU accession has been halted in Albania 
since the disputed June 2009 parliamentary elections nar-
rowly renewed Democratic Party (PD) leader Sali Berisha’s 
four-year term as Prime Minister. Claiming voter fraud, the 
opposition Socialist Party (PS) has been boycotting parlia-
ment for 21 months, thus effectively blocking much-needed 
reforms and freezing progress toward EU accession. Like-
wise, PM Berisha has refused to break the deadlock by al-
lowing an independent investigation of the fraud allegations. 
Furthermore, the 21 January protest, which left four dead in 
the streets of Tirana, has radicalized Albania’s political at-
mosphere. While Socialist leader Edi Rama blamed the gov-
ernment for the violence, Sali Berisha accused the opposi-
tion of having staged a failed coup d’état. In the meantime, 
growing anger stemming from numerous corruption scan-
dals and a difficult economic situation has considerably ag-
gravated frustration among the citizens. It seems very 
unlikely that the upcoming local elections in May, which 
could be boycotted by the opposition, will help bring the PD 
and the PS to the negotiation table. 
 
Aware that economic hardships and political stalemates 
could roll back the reforms conducted over the past decade, 
the U.S. and the EU have attempted to push the Western 
Balkan region back on the right track. U.S. Deputy Secre-
tary of State James Steinberg recently visited Bosnia-
Herzegovina and Albania. In Sarajevo, Steinberg expressed 
Washington’s concerns regarding the slow establishment of 
the country’s governments, and encouraged all leaders to 
resolve the country’s political deadlock. Meeting with Alba-
nian political leaders in Tirana, the Deputy Secretary of 
State strongly underlined the need for politicians to respect 
the constitution and the rule-of-law. EU Envoy Miroslav La-
jcak also travelled to Bosnia-Herzegovina, where he dis-
cussed the formation of governments with Bosnian leaders, 
but had to listen to Bosnian Serb opposition to EU Special 
Representative (EUSR) Valentin Inzko. His expected re-
placement in the coming weeks could provide a good oppor-
tunity for the EU to strengthen its presence in the country by 
appointing a double-hatted EUSR and EU ambassador, 
thus enabling the EU to drive a new strategy and accelerate 
reforms in the country.  
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In spite of these displays of interest, the ongoing unrest in 
the Arab world has been concentrating U.S. and EU focus 
since the beginning of the year. While Washington fears for 
its national security interests and the stability of the Middle 
East, Brussels has remained preoccupied with preventing 
floods of illegal immigrants from reaching the northern 
shores of the Mediterranean. As a result, both the U.S. and 
the EU have been lacking the willpower and energy to help 
the Western Balkans move closer to Euro-Atlantic institu-
tions. Amidst political and economical turmoil, a stronger 
and sustained U.S. and EU pressure is nonetheless essen-
tial to safeguard stability in the Western Balkans and 
achieve a “Europe whole and free and at peace.”  

——————————————————— 

Newsletters 
 

CSIS Europe East Select Briefing 
 

Select Briefing is a weekly update of news from the new 
European Union (EU) member states, as well as from the 
countries aspiring to join in future rounds of EU enlarge-
ment. The CSIS New European Democracies Project moni-
tors daily developments throughout the East, Central, and 
Southeast European regions and its research is nonpartisan 
and nonproprietary.   
 

If you wish to subscribe, please send an email to 
NEDP@csis.org with the  subject SUBSCRIBE SELECT 
BRIEFING. 



 

Central European Policy Review 2011 
CSIS, September 2011 

 

The Lavrentis Lavrentiadis Chair will release in September 
the Central European Policy Review, which will address EU 
and NATO developments, U.S. relations, regional coopera-
tion, economic trends, and the political evolution of all the 
Central European states, together with policy recommenda-
tions. 
——————————————————————————-- 

Articles 
 
Current History 

March  2011 

Poland’s Progress: Where Warsaw Fits in 
Europe 

By Janusz Bugajski 

 
“Warsaw’s aspirations to become a major EU player and to 

develop closer ties with Moscow could create the appear-

ance of detachment from and even arrogance toward 

smal ler  neighbors . ”  (Subscr ip t ion Required)  

http://www.currenthistory.com/Article.php?ID=875  
 

*   *   *   *   * 

Osteuropa Journal 
January  2011 

Atlanticism without Orientation 
The United States, Obama, and Europe 
By Janusz Bugajski 

Europe’s relevance in American foreign policy has declined. 
The foundation of the transatlantic relationship during the 
East-West conflict – the joint creation of liberty, security, de-
mocracy, and prosperity – has become brittle. In political 
circles and among the general public on both sides of the 
Atlantic, irritations about one another shape the picture. 
Even the Central-East Europeans are unsettled by U.S. 
President Barak Obama’s new policy toward Russia and the 
lack of clarity as to whether the United States will remain at 
their side. A new vision is needed to revitalize transatlantic 
relations. But there is a shortage of common ground and 
politicians committed to such goals. (Subscription Required)  
http://www.osteuropa.dgo-online.org/issues/2011 

Previous Events 
 

CSIS Conference 

OUTLOOK FOR U.S. STRATEGY IN THE 
SOUTHERN CAUCASUS AND CASPIAN BASIN 

Washington D.C., February 18, 2011 
 

 

The half-day conference featured two panels composed of 
local and international experts of the region, with the partici-
pation of Georgia’s Foreign Minister Grigol Vashadze and as 
keynote speaker Dr. George Friedman from STRATFOR.  
Discussion was focused on security threats and rising insta-
bilities of the Caucasus and Caspian, and the necessity of 
formulating U.S. interests and strategies for the region.  
 
 

CSIS Roundtable Discussion 

ALBANIAN CROSSROADS: MAKING DEMOC-
RACY WORK 

Washington D.C., February 22, 2011 
 
Janusz Bugajski moderated a roundtable discussion on Al-
bania’s political crisis with the Coordinator of Socialist Party 
Erion Veliaj. 

————————————————–—————————— 

Publications 

Georgian Lessons: Conflicting Russian and  
Western Interests in the Wider Europe 

CSIS, November 2010 
 

Russia’s invasion and occupation of Georgia in August 2008 
initially sent shock waves throughout Europe and NATO and 
appeared to signal a new confrontational phase in its rela-

tions with the West. However, within a 
few months a new détente seemed to 
be in place and largely obscured the 
long-term consequences of Moscow’s 
policies. This study places the conflict 
with Georgia in the context of Russia’s 
broader objectives, its internal weak-
nesses, the limitations of EU and 
NATO policies, and America’s security 
priorities following the election of 
President Barrack Obama. 
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