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Introduction

This case study is centred on two features of the programming landscape in Armenia.  First, the environment for anti-corruption efforts in the country is surveyed at a time when those efforts were coalescing around the development of a national anti-corruption strategy.   The focus then shifts to the role played by the Yerevan Office of the Organisation for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) in coordinating donor assistance to anti-corruption efforts.  The case study is based on a field visit to Armenia in May and June of 2002, facilitated by the Center for Regional Development / Transparency International Armenia in Yerevan.

The Setting

Armenia, in the southern Caucasus, is a landlocked country bordering on Iran to the south, Turkey to the west, Georgia to the north and Azerbaijan to the east.  The country’s population is approximately 3.8 million people, but there are roughly as many Armenians living abroad in the Diaspora.  About one-half of these live in other parts of the former Soviet Union, and the remainder in North America, Europe, the Middle East and elsewhere.  

Armenia became independent from the Soviet Union in September of 1991.  Although relatively poorly endowed with natural resources, Armenia was developed in Soviet times as a producer of high-technology wares and instrumentation, as well as military goods.  In return, Armenia benefited from the Soviet Union’s protected markets and was a recipient of consumer goods and energy supplies from elsewhere in the USSR.  Armenia enjoyed a relatively high standard of living in comparison to other Soviet republics.

External and internal factors have combined to compound the negative effects of systemic collapse brought on by the disintegration of the USSR.  Armenia’s independence occurred amid great upheaval and uncertainty, beyond even the typical economic and political hardships that marked the collapse of the USSR.  In early 1988, Armenia’s restive relations with the neighbouring Soviet republic of Azerbaijan began turning increasingly acrimonious and violent, sparking a less-than-voluntary exchange of minorities: an estimated 500,000 Armenians and Azeris became refugees.  As relations between Armenia and Azerbaijan worsened, an extremely strong earthquake in December 1988 devastated many homes and lives in northwest Armenia, killing some 25,000 and leaving an additional 500,000 homeless.  The quake prompted the first response to Armenia – and to what was soon to become the former Soviet Union -- by major international donors.  Some rehabilitation activity continues in the earthquake zone to this day.  

Full-scale war began in and around Nagorno-Karabakh – an enclave with a sizeable Armenian population within the Soviet and post-Soviet boundaries of Azerbaijan -- in September 1991, coincident with the independence of Armenia and Azerbaijan.  Although the war did not expand to the territory of Armenia proper, the border with Azerbaijan was closed and remains heavily militarized to the present day.  Five years of warfare killed an estimated 25,000 people, displaced 600,000 – 650,000 Azeris to other parts of Azerbaijan and another 15,000 Armenians inside Karabakh.   When the cease-fire was enacted, Karabakh Armenian forces had occupied extensive areas of Azerbaijan surrounding the enclave, extending to the Iranian border in the south and between Nagorno-Karabakh and Armenia (the Lachin Corridor) in the west.  There has been little tangible progress in resolving the conflict over Nagorno-Karabakh despite efforts at mediation led by the OSCE’s Minsk Group.  The Armenian population within Nagorno-Karabakh has been sustained largely with Diaspora and other outside funding, and resources from Armenia.

Tensions with Turkey have also contributed to hardship in independent Armenia: specifically, they have prevented Armenia and Turkey from becoming full trading partners.  Lingering ill-will among Armenians towards Turkey emanating from brutal anti-Armenian pogroms when Turkey was under Ottoman rule, and Turkish sympathies with Azerbaijan, are manifest today in the closure of Armenia’s western border with Turkey.  Armenia’s remaining two open borders are thus with Iran, which has a heavily protected economy, and with Georgia, itself struggling with immense transition-related challenges and economic hardship.  Armenian politicians have complained that transport of goods through Georgia has proved to be inordinately expensive, largely due to official and unofficial tariffs and duties collected by Georgian customs and border authorities.  With the same effect, closed borders have meant opportunities for Iranian transport companies to charge more for moving goods into southern Armenia.  

Apart from regional instability, however, Armenia is remote at the best of times from the powerful markets of Europe, North America, and Asia.  Access to traditional (Soviet era) markets in Russia has been severely impaired by war in Abkhazia and general instability in the northern Caucasus.  However, Armenia has remained on friendly terms with Russia while building relations with the west.  The Russian and Armenian governments are presently finalising major debt for equity swaps which would see Russian investors assume control over some of the most viable Armenian industries.

Internal politics in Armenia were marked in the late 1990s by political assassination and instability.  Prime Minister Sarkisian and Speaker of Parliament Demirchian were assassinated in October, 1999.  Since then there have been three new prime ministers and 5 cabinet shuffles.  Although most observers contend that Armenians are genuinely committed to the ideals of democratic government, such upheaval creates real problems of continuity within ministries that are already struggling to adapt to entirely new ways of governance.  In September, 2001, the head of Armenia’s Chamber of Control was killed in a grenade attack.  More recent signs may indicate a trend to greater stability, but Armenian political life is still regarded as somewhat volatile and clannish.

Armenia’s economy has suffered numerous shocks since independence, but receives relatively high marks in comparison with other Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) countries in taking steps toward a market economy, generating growth, and instituting structural reforms.  Once-rampant inflation has been brought under control and Armenian currency is reasonably stable.  On the negative side of the balance sheet, however, employment remains extremely high and per capita incomes low, and by World Bank estimates nearly half of Armenians live below the poverty line.  Despite some improvement in recent years, as in many other transition countries the most vulnerable people tend to be those who are marginalised in multiple ways: elderly pensioners without family supports, ethnic minorities in isolated areas, and so on.  Poverty, unemployment and a general lack of opportunity are credited with causing a gradual outflow of Armenian young people throughout the 1990s: brain drain is understood to have cost Armenia many of its best and brightest, and some donor representatives see this as a disincentive to potential foreign investors.  Migrant remittances to family in Armenia have helped sustain some of those who remain behind.

International lenders and donor agencies give Armenia high marks for taking official steps to create a trade and investment-friendly climate, despite economic difficulties.  Armenia has among the strongest free trade policies in the CIS, and acceded to the World Trade Organisation in 2002.  It became a member of the Council of Europe (CoE) in 2001, suggesting some possibility of greater integration into European markets.  However, the informal economy and black market activity are understood to be extremely strong in Armenia.  As in other transition countries in the region, there is mounting concern over Armenia’s ability to service its external debt, which presently approaches US$1 billion.

There has been no systematic attempt to track the inflow of aid since independence.  However, outside assistance has been substantial and has taken many forms.  In addition to multilateral assistance from the IMF, World Bank, EBRD and EU, the United States has been the largest single bilateral donor to Armenia, reflecting strong strategic interests in the Caucasus region as well as the influence of a powerful Armenian Diaspora lobby in the US.   French, German, British, Japanese and other bilateral assistance has also been significant.  Funds raised among the Diaspora, however – largely among Armenian-Americans, have been remarkable, ranging upwards of US$600,000,000 over the last decade.  These funds have been forthcoming from sophisticated and well-organised lobby groups and private funding organisations rooted in the (largely US-based) Diaspora, but also from a number of prominent Diaspora Armenians who have established their own philanthropic organisations to underwrite everything from infrastructure repair to humanitarian assistance to church construction to restoration of cultural artefacts.

As mentioned above, debt for equity swaps represent an important source of investment in Armenia.  Russian and Greek investors account for the bulk of foreign investment, although FDI has generally decreased in the past few years.  Donors contend that this is largely the result of risk-averse investors seeing inadequate progress in confronting corruption.  The US government’s Country Commercial Guide for Armenia surveys the corruption problem as follows:

“Despite severe penalties, bribery is widespread and is the most common form of corruption, especially in the areas of government procurement, all types of transfers and approvals, and such business-related services as company registration, licensing, and land or space allocation.  It may also take a bribe and/or the support of a high-ranking acquaintance for a public servant to be hired by a government office, depending on the position’s “money generating” potential. 

Relationships between high-ranking government officials and the emerging private business sector is another phenomenon that encourages influence-peddling between officials and the private firms from which they benefit.  Powerful officials at the federal, district, or local levels acquire direct, partial, or indirect control over emerging private firms.  Such control may be exercised through a hidden partner position or through majority ownership of a prosperous private company.  The involvement can also be indirect, e.g., through close relatives and friends.  These practices promote protectionism, encourage the creation of monopolies or oligopolies, hinder competition, and undermine the image of the government as a facilitator of private sector growth.”
 

Perceptions of Corruption

Armenia ranked 76 out of 90 countries in Transparency International’s Corruption Perceptions Index (CPI) for 2000
, with a CPI score of 2.5, just behind Moldova and just ahead of Uzbekistan.  

As in Georgia to the north, there is a marked tendency among local and international observers in Armenia to enlist hyperbole to depict the scope and scale of corruption, using words and expressions like “rampant / everywhere / out of control”, often citing frequent stops by the traffic police as evidence of the severity of the problem.  There is a tendency to generalize from petty corruption to grand corruption.  The flagship publication of a major donor agency, for example, recently observed that “Corruption in Armenia currently has spread to all spheres of life and all forms, i.e., at the personal, institutional and systemic levels.”  A well-regarded local NGO also tends to paint with broad strokes, claiming that “Corruption is preventing the emergence of democracy in Armenia”.  

During the field visit, unsubstantiated rumours of corruption within donor agencies were related remarkably freely in conversations with both local and international staff of international donor and development agencies in Yerevan.  As elsewhere, a prevailing assumption presumed the worst corruption within the largest donor organisations.  One local staff member of an international donor mentioned that many Armenians tend to suspect widespread corruption within donor agencies because “they have been dealing with the consequences of the earthquake since 1988 and still are not yet finished so people think the money is going astray”.  There is also a more general understanding among donors that well-publicized lapses in the quality of assistance efforts in past years have left a lingering public perception that donor funds are not used judiciously.

Discussions and interviews with Armenian nationals, Diaspora Armenians, representatives of donor agencies and others yielded a number of consistent observations about the origins, prevalence and nature of corruption in Armenia:

· it is regarded as pervasive in government, business circles, and donor organisations themselves;

· it has roots in “cultural” traditions, legacies of pre-Soviet and Soviet practices, present-day transition-related conditions of unemployment, low wages and poverty, and a climate of impunity;

· it is fostering inequitable growth and apathy, exacerbates poverty, undermines the social safety net and deters investment;

· it is enabled by geopolitical factors: the conflict with Azerbaijan over Nagorno-Karabakh, and the closure of borders with Azerbaijan and Turkey;

· Armenia’s relatively small population and the potential inherent in the Diaspora give it dexterity to confront corruption, if political will is sufficient.

An English version of Armenia’s draft Anti-Corruption Strategy identified a need to address what it described as a “culture of corruption” reflected in the prevalence of values, mentalities and attitudes such as ‘might makes right’, ‘money talks’, ‘my friend right or wrong’, ‘no one wants to be a chump’, ‘everybody does it’, or ‘it’s only wrong if you get caught’.

Is There a Cultural Connection?

Discussions during the field visit about the causes of corruption in Armenia often prompted Armenian nationals (but not Diaspora Armenians) to identify a cultural basis for corruption.  They also, often, admitted to considerable unease with the notion that Armenian culture could be more conducive to corruption than any other culture.  These difficult observations were nuanced and thoughtful: they were not proffered to excuse the prevalence of corruption in Armenia or to justify it, but to inform anti-corruption policy and practice.

Upon reflection, it seems likely that there are aspects to every culture that serve, obliquely or otherwise, to encourage or discourage corrupt behaviour, legitimize it or condemn, reward it or punish it.  In Armenia, cultural traditions of showing gratitude by giving gifts to service providers or authority figures may have been benign measures -- or even helpful and adaptive measures -- in the past.  Expressions of gratitude could be no less genuine or heartfelt if they were, at the same time, functional.  

However, as one thoughtful commentator observed, these traditions do not translate well to Armenia’s present-day monetary system and the rule of law, and therefore they appear to provide a cloak of legitimacy to corruption.  Whereas in feudal and Soviet times a gift would normally be some sort of commodity or a favour returned, expectations now are for cash payments.  Even so, a cash payment in itself would not necessarily constitute a bribe.  A gift of cash could still be an expression of heartfelt gratitude.  However, the perception of expectation that a gift would be given and received in exchange for some service or deed would be a strong indication of corruption, especially since such expectations would inevitably lead to services being made contingent on a gift being given.  Ultimately, services could be available only to those who paid.

A Problem with Perceptions?

Apart from the damage done by corruption itself, the experience of one donor representative, whose job it was to encourage foreign investment in Armenia, suggested that perceptions of widespread corruption can also be damaging, even to the degree that their effects mimic the effects of corruption itself.  Specifically, the donor noted that potential foreign investors were typically exposed to a litany of second-hand stories and innuendo about the scale and scope of corruption in the country, and would also see the impunity enjoyed by the traffic police as they extorted bribes from drivers in plain view of passers-by.  In the absence of more reliable information on which to base their appraisals of the environment for business in Armenia, they were often deterred from investing.  

The donor observed that despite widespread perceptions that corruption in Armenian government and business circles is rampant, bribe-taking is not the sine qua non of business success.  He cited examples of some foreign investors who started businesses and adopted transparent no-bribes policies from the beginning, and succeeded.  The donor observed that, in his experience, bribes tended to be paid by less astute businessmen, and that payment of bribes did not necessarily ensure business success in any case.

An Armenian NGO worker noted that Diaspora Armenians, when visiting Armenia for the first time, often seem surprised to discover that markets function, people lead relatively normal lives, and can accomplish most day-to-day tasks without constantly having to pay bribes.  Contrary to what they have heard second-hand about Armenia, they see that not everything is a struggle and not everyone is corrupt.  In a similar fashion, donor-sponsored exploratory visits for potential investors also have helped to dispel ungrounded notions about the severity of corruption, although even the proponents of such measures concede that corruption is an undisputed fact and, by its nature, is “well beneath the radar” until a business venture actually begins.

The Commercial Services Section of the United States embassy in Yerevan reports:

“The Embassy receives a moderate number of complaints by U.S. firms operating in Armenia regarding corruption.  Related problems include non-transparent competition practices; merciless attitude of Armenian tax authorities; poor cooperation, cumbersome procedures; bribes solicited by customs officials; and the unauthorized, unjustified intervention of law enforcement agencies into a company’s daily operations.”

Whether perceptions of corruption equate to actual corruption in Armenia cannot readily be known.  However, these observations of donors and practitioners raise questions in the Armenian context about unintended negative consequences of measuring – and relying upon – perceptions of corruption as opposed to putting more effort and ingenuity into measuring the incidence of corruption itself.  Also, it suggests a need for donors to consider whether the effects of awareness-raising efforts may do harm if they deter investment, or increase feelings of futility or cynicism without providing concrete strategies for dealing with corruption.

“Benign Circumvention”

There appears to be an unintended negative consequence of donor support for legal reform in Armenia.  Such support, over the past decade, has yielded thousands of pages of new and amended laws and regulations.  Many new laws are not well publicized.  There is widespread confusion within bureaucracies and among the public at large about which laws are valid.  In addition, there are severe knowledge gaps between law and procedure: people lack the information they need to comply with the law, and some procedures are simply impossible to comply with.  These conditions reinforce “benign circumvention” wherein corruption is made worse because people are effectively forced to break the law in order to get things done from day to day (e.g., car registration, passport applications, etc.).  It also presents problems for business: multiple layers of bureaucratic red tape and no clear procedures for navigating it make necessary an inordinate – and expensive – investment of time, and of money: bureaucrats can and reportedly do charge exorbitant fees for slicing through the red tape on behalf of their business clients.  

Practitioners feel that some lessons have been learned about how to enable voluntary compliance with the law.  For example, the pitfalls of legal reform can be avoided by parallel programming which ensures that procedural reform occurs in concert with changes to law.  Although it is only a set of untested suggestions at this stage, the summary draft of the government’s Anti-Corruption Strategy prescribes a series of measures to enable compliance with the law by: 

· publicizing the most common problems people and businesses have faced when trying to comply with laws and regulations;

· publish step-by-step guidelines for the public and professionals on how to comply with laws / regulations;

· conduct training sessions for citizens and professionals on how to comply;

· enact a system wherein professionals have the right to request binding advisory guidance on compliance procedures;

· encourage professional associations to adopt codes of conduct;

· posting compliance measures on the Internet for the use by the public;

· introduce practical procedures classes into the school system.

Corruption and Conflict

Conflict appears to have created an enabling environment for corruption in a number of ways.  The connection between regional instability, border closures and greater opportunities for bribery and profiteering along transport routes was mentioned above.  Such opportunities theoretically mean that some individuals have a vested interest in the promulgation of instability.

Some donor representatives also noted that unresolved conflict over Nagorno-Karabakh and continuing tensions with Azerbaijan translate into greater impunity for corrupt behaviour among those with connections to military power structures in Armenia.  Since they may be needed in the event of open hostilities, their malfeasance is more likely to be tolerated by senior politicians.  As a result, problems of embezzlement within the Armenian military have been persistent.  In some instances, public protests have been held over the plight of young conscripts who have been deprived of basic living conditions, allegedly due to malfeasance in the officer corps.
The Emerging Climate for Anti-Corruption Programming

Corruption can be discussed openly by donors and others in Armenia without fear of alienating the government, and most donors make explicit mention of the severity of corruption in their publications.  There is ‘space’ for international agencies, local NGOs and journalists to address the problem -- explicitly, and largely without fear of repercussions.

As early as 1996, senior Armenian politicians readily acknowledged to donors and potential investors that corruption was a serious problem in the country which needed to be confronted.  A new civil code was enacted in 1998, explicitly addressing the issue of corruption in detail and reforming the court system.  The Code on Criminal Procedures of 1999 further strengthened the legal toolkit for dealing meaningfully with corruption.   A number of high-profile officials have been arrested on corruption charges since these new laws were put in place.

Meanwhile, a critical mass of civil society groups was also coalescing around a desire to address corruption.  In July of 2000, an Armenian national, Amalia Kostanyan, founded the Centre for Regional Development (CRD) in Yerevan and, in cooperation with like-minded individuals elsewhere in the Caucasus, organised a conference to discuss “Toward Good Governance Through Regional Cooperation”.  Discussions explicitly addressed the corruption issue.  Soon after, Kostanyan assumed responsibilities as Transparency International’s contact person for Armenia, and in March 2001 CRD co-sponsored a conference with the Civil Society Development Union (CSDU) in Yerevan aimed at forming a National Anti-Corruption NGO Coalition of like-minded Armenian groups.  

Such a coalition was a necessary step in the process of forming a Transparency International chapter in Armenia.  Coalition members had a wide-ranging array of interests and specializations including public administration, local government, human rights, business development, ecology, education, health, media, tourism, public awareness, and others.  Consistent with the way TI organizes its country representations, the Coalition gained status as a Chapter in Formation before assuming full Chapter status in October, 2001.  The TI office is co-located with the CRD office in Yerevan.  The Coalition now boasts 21 member organisations and anticipates a role in monitoring the implementation of the National Anti-Corruption Strategy.

Donor Coordination on Anti-Corruption: The Role of the OSCE Mission

Growing investor and donor concerns about corruption in the late 1990s coalesced in  the present effort to define and implement a national Anti-Corruption Strategy (ACS) in Armenia.  It was into this emerging climate that the OSCE arrived on the scene and, with the blessing of the government, donors and the diplomatic community, assumed a role in coordinating and energizing anti-corruption activities.

Although the OSCE’s “Minsk Group” mission had been present in Armenia for several years to monitor developments in the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict, the present Yerevan mission was conceived separately by the OSCE’s Permanent Council, was established in July of 1999, and began work in early 2000.  The office is small, with six international members headed by a seasoned diplomat, Ambassador R. Reeve.  The budget for the Mission, at EUR 616,900 in 2002, has been modest.  

The Mission’s mandate is typically wide-ranging for the region, covering all aspects of OSCE activities in the political, economic, environmental and human dimensions:

· Promote the implementation of OSCE principles and commitments as well as the co-operation of the Republic of Armenia within the OSCE framework, in all OSCE dimensions, including the human, political, economic and environmental aspects of security and stability;

· Facilitate contacts, co-ordinate activities and promote information exchange with the Chairman-in-Office and other OSCE Institutions as well as co-operation with international organisations and institutions;

· Establish and maintain contacts with local authorities, universities, research institutions and NGOs and assist in arranging events with OSCE participation;

· Perform other tasks deemed appropriate by the Chairman-in-Office or other OSCE Institutions and agreed upon between the OSCE and the Government.

When the Mission opened its doors, Ambassador Reeve recalls “listening for a role” and “putting out feelers” as to where the Mission could exert its influence and use its capacity to best effect.  In his conversations with others in the diplomatic community and with donors, corruption emerged consistently as an issue where leadership was lacking, where the government had demonstrated commitment, and where other actors would welcome OSCE involvement.  

The OSCE Mission had ‘less to lose’ in assuming a visible lead on corruption than did other international agencies or diplomatic missions, who welcomed and supported the OSCE’s willingness to adopt a lead role.  Once he was assured of support from the diplomatic community, Reeve approached the Armenian President and sensed in him a serious commitment to confront corruption.  As an OSCE member state, aspiring at the time to membership in the Council of Europe, Armenia’s government was motivated to take the OSCE’s initiative particularly seriously.  The Mission was thus given a green light by donors, the diplomatic community and the government to form and coordinate the joint Task Force (JTF) on corruption.

Members of the JTF now include local representations of the World Bank, IMF, UNDP, EC, USAID, EBRD, CoE, and the British, German, French, US, Russian and Italian embassies.  Its goals: to assist the Armenian government to arrive at a detailed, overall, and implementable anti-corruption strategy.  The OSCE itself also works to ensure the active involvement of civil society, academics, researchers and the mass media in the fight against corruption.

Elaborating A National Anti-Corruption Strategy – The World Bank Project

Before he was assassinated in 1999, Armenian Prime Minister Sarkisian requested World Bank assistance to help develop a national anti-corruption strategy.  Sarkisian death delayed further movement on the strategy until 2001, when the request was renewed by the newly elected prime minister.  Meanwhile, other efforts were already underway to begin working on a draft strategy.  USAID funded a study tour to Bulgaria in early 2001 for Armenian government officials, elected members of the National Assembly, and key NGOs working in the field of civil society and the rule of law.  Organised by the Bulgarian NGO “Coalition 2000”, the USAID contractor “Management Systems International”, and the “US Academy for Educational Development”, the Armenian delegation was provided with a series of lectures, training sessions, visits to Bulgarian state institutions and municipalities, and meetings with Coalition 2000 partner organisations.  Issues addressed during the study tour included:

· Drafting and implementing an anti-corruption action plan;

· Corruption monitoring systems;

· Legislative frameworks for anti-corruption policy & reform of the judiciary;

· Role of the national audit office;

· Regional and municipal anti-corruption programs;

· Combating corruption in the economy;

· Coordination with international anti-corruption efforts.

Several other bilateral donors were also encouraging and supporting measures that would feed into elaboration of an overall strategy.

In mid-2001, the World Bank provided the Armenian government with an Institutional Development Fund (IDF) grant of US$300,000 for developing an anti-corruption strategy.  An Expert Group consisting of two international and five national consultants was assembled by early 2002 to work in conjunction with the Armenian Anti-Corruption Commission and the Office of Government.  The timeframe for the project was six months, ending in the autumn of 2002.

The project was planned to be participatory and transparent.  To this end, several thematic, voluntary working groups of 5—15 members were formed to promote inclusion of ideas from different sectors of Armenian society and from a range of experience.  The role of the working groups was to provide commentary and guidance to the Expert Group.  The process also entailed a series of workshops, roundtables and seminars throughout the country.

In interviews conducted during the field visit, many donors and other observers expressed concerns with the way that the World Bank project was being executed.  From its inception, there were worries about the relatively large size of the grant and the short duration of the project: could a sound and implementable National Anti-Corruption Strategy be developed in such a short amount of time?  Could project funds be spent wisely in that timeframe and in an environment where corruption was a problem?  Donors expressed the view that the project had been “dropped” on the donor community without meaningful consultation beforehand.  Thus, some felt, the work of the JTF had been undermined.

To its credit, the Expert Group took steps to incorporate the views of donors and the diplomatic community as the ACS elaboration process progressed.  Individual letters were sent to donors soliciting their participation in some of the planning meetings.  A representative from the project also briefed a JTF meeting on the ACS elaboration process and suggested possible ways that JTF members could support implementation of the strategy.  Circulation of the ACS document had not started at the time of this writing.  Donors were eagerly awaiting the opportunity to begin working toward its implementation.

OSCE Mission Support for Civil Society Involvement

The OSCE Mission supported greater involvement of civil society in the process of articulating the Anti-Corruption Strategy, in a number of ways:

· acting as a liaison between NGOs and the government;

· advocating for NGO involvement with the government;

· financial support for a regional Transparency International meeting, in cooperation with OSCE offices in Tbilisi and Baku;

· funding for TI Armenia to attend TI’s annual anti-corruption conference;

· funding of major public opinion survey meant to provide a baseline against which future changes could be measured, as well as an accurate depiction of the problem of corruption;

· implicitly, providing a safer space in which Armenian NGOs could confront corruption more directly than otherwise might be the case.

Appraisals of the JTF

Although Armenia’s National Anti-Corruption Strategy has yet to be implemented, donors and the diplomatic community uniformly praise the OSCE-led joint Task Force for exercising a positive influence so far.  Value has been added to donor policy and practice through the JTF in a number of ways:

· duplication of donor efforts has been avoided;

· coordination meetings provided a forum for joint planning, troubleshooting and firefighting;

· engagement of civil society was promoted and enabled, for example by enlisting the involvement and assistance of the Armenian chapter of Transparency International and members of the National Anti-Corruption Coalition of local groups;

· a ‘united front’ of donors was able to elicit greater responsiveness from the government on corruption issues than would have been the case with individual donors acting alone;

· when needed, donors were provided with a porte-parole to the highest levels of government through the OSCE Mission;

· Some donors reported that coordination efforts helped to make their expenditures more effective.  At the same time, the costs of participating in the JTF were minimal, and mainly involved an investment of time to attend periodic meetings.

When queried about the degree to which the coordination meetings led to greater coordination in practice, some donors expressed disappointment that donor error occurred in spite of information sharing and joint planning, citing the World Bank grant for the National ACS.   

Apart from the OSCE’s lead role in donor coordination, diplomatic backstopping for anti-corruption activity has also been helpful in Armenia.   By all accounts, OSCE advocacy has helped to focus and energise the Government’s attention to corruption.  The OSCE Head of Mission holds the rank of Ambassador and has extensive experience in the former Soviet Union.  As such, he is able to advocate effectively with the highest levels of the Armenian government and can act as an arbiter with other members of the donor and diplomatic communities.

The OSCE Mission’s success to date in Armenia is largely a product of the context: the Mission and its roles in donor coordination and advocacy on corruption issues were good fits with the prevailing environment and actors. The same roles might not be as desirable -- or as easily replicated -- by other OSCE missions elsewhere in the region.  In Armenia, the donor coordination and advocacy roles did not conflict with or complicate the mission’s wide-ranging mandate.  Mandate conflicts are a strong possibility elsewhere, especially in situations where the OSCE is serving as intermediary between parties in conflict or as monitor of grievous human rights abuses.
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