Parliamentary
Assembly of
Council of Europe
Votes in Favor of
Armenia’s
Membenrship

n June 28, the Council of Europe’s
Parliamentary Assembly (PACE) voted
unanimously to approve Armenia’s bid
to join the 41-member organization.
Armenia is set to become a full mem-
ber of the Council of Europe (CE) when its
Committee Ministers meets in September.
Azerbaijan’s bid was also overwhelmingly
accepted,with just one vote against.

Based in the French city of Strasbourg, the
Council of Europe is the first pan-European
organization. It was established in 1949 by 10
Western European countries. The CE was set
up to strengthen democracy, human and
the rule of law throughout its member states.

While for the first 40 years of its exis-
tence it remained a mainly West European
institution, since the fall of the USSR, its
membership has expanded to over 40. Today,
some 800 million people in Europe and for-
mer Soviet states have access to the CE’s
democracy and human rights programs.

The Council of Europe is not a structure of
the European Union (EU). While the CE coop-
erates with the EU and the Organization for
Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE),
in practice, the CE and the EU are “profound-
ly different institutions,” even though 15 EU

| countries are members of CE and play a lead- |

ing role.

Ambassador Christian Ter Stepanian,
Armen Representative to the Council of ‘
Europe, explained to AIM during an interview
from Strasbourg the significance of Armenia’s

| membership.

“First, it will help the process of regional
cooperation among the three south Caucasus
states,” he said. “Already, under the auspices

| of CE, the parliamentary speakers of Armenia,

| Azerbs

jan and Georgia have met several
times. The ministers of the three states have |

| also met to discuss mutually concerned issues, |

such as social and educational issues.”
The second area of importance is the techni-

cal assistance Armenia will receive from CE. Ter

| Stepanian explained, “The CE can contribute

greatly bringing Armenia’s laws in conformity

| with European norms. This has significant

impact on Armenia’s integration into European

| structures and eventually, when the time comes,

its membership application to the EU.”

And third, Ter Stepanian added, is democ-
racy and protection ol human rights. As
Armenia’s point man in Strasbourg, he
explains that already “‘several Armenian min-
istries —such as Justice, Interior, Health, Social |
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Welfare, Culture and Local
Administration — are involved with CE com-
mittees and programs in implementing struc-
tural reforms and protection of citizens’
rights.” He says, “this will certainly be invalu-
able for the development of Armenia’s state
structures and the development of civil society
in Armenia.”

Indeed, because of Armenia’s pending CE
membership, many of the country’s laws con-
cerning for example, social security, family
laws, higher education and cultural policy, have
been and are being reassessed. Perhaps the
most important aspect of Armenia’s member-
ship in the CE would be the “new rights”
accorded to the citizens of Armenia. Unlike any
other international organization, the CE has a

Jjudicial procedure, which allows individuals in

each member state to bring actions against gov-

ernments, if they consider that they are the vic-
tims of a violation of the Convention.

“The citizens of Armenia will now be able

to apply to the European Court for Human

" says Ter Stepanian, adding that since

s membership last year, they have

already made 25 applications 1o the European

Court of Human Rights.
Since 1996, when Armenia first applied for




NATION

membership and received “guest” status, the |

road has been an arducus one. ‘‘There were
two pre-conditions for Armenia’s member-
ship,” says Ter Stepanian. “Progress in the
political solution of the Karabakh conflict and
free parliamentary elections in 1998. The face-
to-face meetings of Armenian and Azerbaijani
presidents reassured the CE that the process
toward negotiated settlement of the Karabakh
conflict was on its way,” he continues. And the
free parliamentary elections in 1998, albeit
with minor irregularities, “assured the CE that
Armenia is serious about membership.”

However, the shootings in the National
Assembly last October had their own impact
on the process of accession. Some CE mem-
ber states thought Armenia’s membership
should be delayed, but, then, others thought
continuing the process would benefit Armenia
more. In fact, a CE delegation visited Armenia
in November, a few weeks after the assassina-
tion of much of the country’s top leadership.
They decided in favor of Armenia’s admit-
tance. Yet, while Armenia was getting closer
to fulfilling CE requirements, Azerbaijan was
slow in instituting the necessary legislative
reforms. “The general view in the CE was that
Armenia and Azerbaijan should be admitted
together,” explains Ter Stepanian. This pre-
sented difficulties for Armenia as there was a
tendency among CE members to think that
Armenia should wait until Azerbaijan is ready
to be admitted.

However, Ter Stepanian says that CE offi-
cials thought of another process. They active-
ly got involved in convincing the Azerbaijani
leadership that “instead of getting upset over
Armenia’s imminent membership, they
should speed up changes in their legislature
and catch up with Armenia faster. In a way,
Armenia’s readiness encouraged Azerbaijan
to become ready sooner than expected,”
explains Ter Stepanian.

This “new process” satisfied those mem-
ber states that were in favor of admitting both
countries at once. Ter Stepanian believes that
had Armenia been recommended for full mem-
bership by itself, there might have been diffi-
culties during the final vote of the Committee
of Ministers. “Some states, especially Turkey,
would have lobbied against Armenia and advo-
cated Azerbaijan’s simultaneous admittance,”
he explains. “Indirectly,” he adds, “Armenia’s
readiness for accession helped Azerbaijan’s
application as well.” Once they are full mem-
bers, the CE will provide Armenia and
Azerbaijan with monitoring mechanisms and
technical assistance towards the implementa-
tion of the necessary legal and administrative
reforms in Armenia and Azerbaijan. u
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