February 4, 2006


What Lies Behind and Follows After 

the Forced Resignation of Ts. Elbegdorj’s Government

On January 11, 2006, the former communist Mongolian People’s Revolutionary Party (MPRP) caused a forced resignation of the Joint Government headed by Prime-Minister Ts. Eldegdorj. The constitution states a government shall resign if the Prime-Minister resigns or at least half of its members resign simultaneously. Thus, formally, the resignation of the Joint Government was effected by the simultaneous resignation of 10 MPRP ministers who formed a majority in an 18-member cabinet with the remaining ministers coming mainly from the Mongolian Democratic Party (MDP).

The Joint Government was a result of the ‘Grand Coalition’ formed by the MPRP and the “Motherland-Democracy” Coalition of the MDP, the Motherland Party and the Civil Courage-Republican Party (CCP) following the 2004 parliamentary elections, which yielded an equal number of 36 seats each to the MPRP and the “Motherland-Democracy” Coalition (the four remaining seats of the total of 76 went to 3 independents and the Mongolian Republican Party). Disregarding the constitutional provision that the Prime Minister be appointed for a 4-year term, the MPRP and the “Motherland-Democracy” Coalition agreed to ‘share’ the leadership of the Government by 2 years. Accordingly, after extensive deliberations in the State Great Khural (Mongolia’s unicameral parliament), the mixed cabinet headed by Ts. Elbegdorj, one of the most prominent leaders of the MDP, entered office for a term of 2 years. 

Following the May 2005 Presidential elections that made N. Enkhbayar, former Prime Minister, MPRP Chair and Speaker of the State Great Khural, the President, rumors of MPRP plans to pull down the Joint Government intensified. These rumours did not materialize even despite the collapse of the “Motherland-Democracy” Coalition in August, 2005. The MDP and the MPRP were able to strike a deal to keep Ts. Elbegdorj’s Government until its 2-year term was over. The Joint Government continued to implement its Plan of Action including the payment of 3,000 TG education subsidies to children of poor families and the establishment of an effective anti-corruption system. 
Only six months remained until Ts. Elbegdorj would step down to transfer his post to an MPRP Prime Minister. No serious issues were raised by either MPRP or MDP ministers regarding normal operations of the Government and no warning of any kind was served by the 10 MPRP ministers to the Prime Minister, other cabinet members of the State Great Khural regarding their imminent resignation. Therefore, the press conference of January 11, 2006, when all 10 MPRP ministers announced their simultaneous resignation came as a surprise to the general public. During the State Great Khural discussions that followed on January 12 and 13, none of the MPRP ministers or other MPRP MPs was able to give sufficient and convincing reasons for causing this forced resignation of Elbegdorj’s Government. Neither did they present any concrete plans or a list of candidates for the formation of the new cabinet. Nevertheless, MPRP members consistently put pressure on the State Great Khural to speed up the acceptance and affirmation of the dissolution of the Joint Government.
The public statement made by the 10 MPRP Ministers, giving the main reasons for their resignation, reads as follows: 

“The government lost its legitimacy because the Coalition Government was formed as a result of the 2004 elections of the State Great Khural, the “Motherland-Democracy” Coalition dissolved, and the main principles of the MPRP and MDP agreement are not being implemented. In addition, it has become impossible to cooperate further due to wide-spread suspicions that have taken place, loss of trust in cooperation, and differences in opinion and methods with the Prime Minister on sectoral policies and the reform of the public service. Consequently, based on Provision 2 of Article 43 of the Constitution of Mongolia and Provision 3 of Article 22 of the Law on Government, we, Members of the Government, are announcing our simultaneous resignation from our posts.”
The reasons stated above are mostly illogical or too vague to form a solid and convincing basis for the dismantling of a more or less smoothly functioning Government. If the loss of legitimacy was due to the collapse of the “Motherland-Democracy” Coalition, the Ministers should have resigned 6 months ago, in August, 2005. If the main principles of the MPRP and MDP agreement were not being implemented, these issues should have been brought to the attention of the Prime Minister, other cabinet members and the State Great Khural and attempts should have been made to correct the situation. Differences in methods and opinions between MPRP and MDP cabinet members should not have been ‘discovered’ in January but properly addressed by the coalition agreement that served as the basis of the Joint Government Plan of Action. Furthermore, the above statement does not clarify what specific disagreements occurred and how they made further cooperation impossible. Nor does it clarify what suspicions are taking place, who suspects whom and for what. 

During January 12 and 13 parliamentary sessions, the MDP and CCP MPs asked specific questions requesting MPRP MPs to clarify these points. No adequate answers were provided. Furthermore, cabinet members’ responses to direct questions about the performance of their ministries indicated that they were operating smoothly and even somewhat successfully. 

MPRP’s most outspoken MPs exerted much effort to divert the focus of discussions by attacking Ts. Elbegdorj, MDP MPs, Ms. Oyun, MP and Chair of the Civil Courage Party, and verbally abusing citizens’ movements protesting in the streets against the forced dissolution of the Joint Government. In this process, MPRP members committed egregious violations of ethical norms of political contestation and major constitutional principles such as non-discrimination, presumption of innocence till proven guilty, serving the interests of the people, supporting the development of civil society and upholding non-violent means of conflict-resolution. 
Mr. U. Khurelsukh, MPRP Minister of Emergency Affairs and MP, went as far as to accuse Ts. Elbegdorj of financing and directing the mass movements to storm into the MPRP headquarters and burn the MPRP flag. Waving the partially burnt MPRP flag, U. Khurelsukh called onto MPRP supporters to gather outside the MPRP building to form the Movement for the Protection of the Party and left the parliament hall to personally lead the movement. Accusations linking mass protests to MDP leadership were repeated by other MPRP members including Ts. Nyamdorj, Speaker of the parliament.
Furthermore, MPRP MPs D. Terbishdagva and A. Tsanjid attacked S. Oyun using profoundly sexist and racist remarks in an attempt to silence her while Speaker Ts. Nyamdorj directly ordered Ms. Oyun to be silent and reprimanded her for “always poisoning the parliament.”  
Such proclamations of the MPRP’s intolerant stance, disregard for the Constitution, and non-acceptance of the fundamental principles of democracy such as pluralism, multi-party system, and power-sharing were repeatedly reinforced by numerous other comments of MPRP MPs.
Its diversionary tactics notwithstanding, the MPRP fully admitted one important fact: just a few days before the resignation of the 10 Ministers, several top MPRP leaders visited Kh. Baatar, Head of the General Customs Office, currently held in detention. Kh. Baatar is being investigated in connection to a major corruption case, which implicates top leaders of the MPRP. Promptly following this long meeting at the detention center, the MPRP Governing Council held closed meetings, which continued for 2 days and went through the night. Promptly after these meetings, the 10 Ministers made their public statement regarding their simultaneous resignation at a press conference.

These events along with the MPRP Ministers’ statements regarding wide-spread suspicions, which made their continued functioning within the coalition government impossible, straightforwardly lead to a conclusion that the MPRP leadership was seriously threatened by the progress of the anti-corruption investigations. Active mobilization in the recent months of citizens’ movements demanding accountability for corrupt Government officials, specifically naming a number of top MPRP leaders, must have added to the MPRP leadership’s sense of urgency. Another contributing factor was the greater opening for independent media, which lent greater visibility to dissenting voices and opinions and made it more difficult for power holders to misinform the public regarding government performance. 

Mr. E. Bat-Uul, MDP MP, clearly spelt out this connection between concrete progress in the anti-corruption struggle and the MPRP’s hasty move to pull down Elbegdorj’s Government. No MPRP members commented on his remark. E. Bat-Uul went further to call for the dissolution of the State Great Khural and conduct a re-election for its failure to fulfill its constitutional mandate to represent the general interests of the people by serving the interests of one party. This position was promoted by many citizens, anti-corruption popular movements as well as the reform wing of the MPRP. However, no MPs aside from E. Bat-Uul consistently promoted this position.
All but 4 MDP MPs, all CCP MPs, and all independents opposed the dissolution of the Joint Government and made an effort to bring into the parliamentary discussion citizens’ demands to keep Elbegdorj’s Government in place. However, MPRP’s move enjoyed the support of 4 MDP members, all MPs from the Motherland Party, L. Gundalai who split from the MDP several months ago and formed a new People’s Party, and B. Jargalsaikhan who holds a single seat on behalf of the Mongolian Republican Party. These minority members were not able to provide any convincing reasons for their support of the forced resignation of the Joint Government. Some of them openly demanded that Ts. Elbegdorj and his ministers promptly admit their defeat and give up their seats for ‘the next in line.’
As a result, the Joint Government was dissolved on the night between January 13 and 14, 2006. The MDP and CCP announced that they shall not partake in the new Government but will, instead, form a Shadow Government to ensure transparency and accountability of the new Government. However, the 4 MDP members expressed their readiness to cooperate with the MPRP despite the official MDP position. The MDP leadership issued a statement that inclusion of individual MDP members in the new cabinet shall not constitute participation of the MDP in the MPRP-led Government. 

Meanwhile, popular movements and civil society organizations issued various protests and demands. Their main points on the formation of the new Government, shared by most MDP and CCP MPs, many average citizens as well as, very importantly, by the “Tradition-Reform, Democracy-Justice” wing of the MPRP, demanded (1) that none of the 10 MPRP Ministers from the previous Government be included in the new cabinet, (2) that all candidates for the new cabinet issue full and truthful income statements, and (3) that the State Great Khural approve their candidacies only after scrutinizing their income statements and establishing the absence of conflict of interest, and (4) that the new cabinet members be selected based on their competence and trustworthiness and not on party affiliations and other political considerations. None of these demands were met by the MPRP in forming the new Government of National Solidarity. 

The MPRP swiftly pushed for the appointment of M. Enkhbold, former Mayor of Ulaanbaatar City turned MP in the by-election that followed the 2005 Presidential Election and new Chair of the MPRP, as Prime Minister. The appointment took place amidst strong public disapproval on the grounds that M. Enkhbold should be thoroughly investigated for corruption in relation to illegal allocation of urban land licenses and for the marked deterioration of urban environment. The MPRP’s reform wing had also opposed M. Enkhbold’s nomination along with demanding that the Governing Council’s operations be suspended until the MPRP Small Khural votes on whether to continue to render confidence in the Governing Council.

The State Great Khural session of January 27, 2006, on the appointment of ministers continued until 4 am of January 28. MDP, CCP and independent MPs were almost the only members to speak while contributions by MPRP MPs and their allies were mainly limited to derisive comments against the new opposition. Despite clear evidence of conflict of interest and lack of competence in the given sector on the part of several of the nominees, all but 1 ministerial candidate were approved by the parliament. 

Some of the most outrageous appointments include U. Khurelsukh, Joint Government’s Minister of Emergency, as Minister of Professional Control, and D. Terbishdagva as Minister of Food and Agriculture. Both of these MPs repeatedly demonstrated complete disregard for the principles of democracy and human rights and did so most vividly during the parliamentary session on the resignation of the Joint Government. Moreover, last year, U. Khurelsukh was reported to have brutally assaulted a traffic policeman for performing his duty by stopping U. Khurelsukh’s vehicle when the Minister was allegedly driving in a drunken state. Eyewitness accounts held that U. Khurelsukh continued kicking the policeman when the latter was lying on the ground, specifically attacking the policeman’s groin area. The policeman had to be treated in a hospital but the Minister was not legally held accountable for his savagery.
Furthermore, some of the most surprising appointments were those of I. Erdenebaatar, Member of Motherland Party, as Minister of Environment and B. Erdenebat, MP and Chair of the Motherland Party, as Minister of Energy and Fuel. Both MPs’ main source of income is the Erel Corporation (B. Erdenebat is actually the owner of the corporation), which runs one of main gold-mining operations in Mongolia and which has been accused by grassroots movements and environmental groups for incurring major damage to nature and environment. None of the MPs has sufficient expertise in their respective sectors and given the importance of fuel and energy in mining and construction operations (Erel Corporation also conducts construction business), there is a clear conflict of interest. 
The MPRP proceeded to buy off B. Jargalsaikhan’s cooperation by making him Minister of Trade and Industry despite the latter’s tainted reputation due to his refusal, in the 1990s, to pay off his debt to the Marubeni corporation. L. Gundalai, a doctor by education, was made Minister of Health and U. Enkhtuvshin, leader of the MPRP’s reform wing, was made Minister of Education, Culture and Science. M. Enkhsaikhan, former Prime Minister and Chair of MDP, was bought off with a post of a Vice Prime-Minister while J. Narantsatsralt, also a former PM during the Democratic Coalition Government, became Minister of Urban Planning and Construction. MDP MP M. Sonompil became Minister of National Defense.

All in all, the new Government is far from being a stable one, based on highly volatile multi-partite deals driven nearly exclusively by narrow political interests and significant personal ambition. Surely enough, the first cracks have already shown with the Motherland Party threatening to withdraw its participation in the new Government due to the failure of MPRP MPs to fully support Motherland Party’s candidate Kh. Chuluunbaatar as Minister of Emergency. Kh. Chuluunbaatar’s candidacy was discussed last by the State Great Khural and 30 MPs voted for and 30 voted against, thus failing to render majority support to the candidate. At the time, E. Bat-Uul stated that Kh. Chuluunbaatar was intentionally scape-goated by MPRP MPs to maintain a semblance of due examination of ministerial candidates. 
It is worth noting that, apart from making a statement in support of the resignation of the 10 MPRP Ministers and the resultant dissolution of Elbegdorj’s Government, President N. Enkhbayar, former Chair of the MPRP, has remained remarkably inconspicuous during this turmoil. The President was harshly criticized by many citizens and citizens’ groups for taking a clear partisan stance by supporting the MPRP position, disregarding overwhelming public opposition to the dissolution of the Joint Government, and thus failing to fulfill his main duty to uphold national unity. Many also remarked the inconsistency in the President’s actions given just a few days prior to the MPRP move to pull down the Joint Government, on January 9, 2006, the President had invited all MP leaders of political parties to urge them to privilege cooperation and compromise in order to serve general interests of the people and maintain national unity.

Given the rather obvious relationship between progress in anti-corruption investigations under Ts. Elbegdorj’s leadership and the fast-cooked dissolution of the Government he was heading, the major concern for Mongolia’s public, civil society groups, and pro-democracy political forces was that the MPRP-led Government will halt the struggle against corruption and let corrupt public officials escape accountability. Both opposition MPs and citizens and their organizations outside the parliament hall forcefully demanded, as a priority issue, that the new Government present a clear plan to continue the Joint Government’s efforts to establish an effective anti-corruption system and promise to ensure proper conclusion of the investigations already underway, including Kh. Baatar’s case. It is rather telling that in all speeches of the new Prime Minister N. Enkhbold, anti-corruption struggle was mentioned, rather vaguely, only as a third or fourth item on the list of undertakings of the new cabinet. 
So where is Mongolia now in terms of its political development and trends?

Being a fairly conservative party, MPRP is generally well known for making careful, well thought-out moves, albeit usually undemocratic ones. Therefore, this fast-cooked, ill-justified and politically extremely costly move to dissolve the Joint Government is uncharacteristic of the MPRP. This leads to logically conclude that the MPRP leadership in fact acted more out desperation than a sense of confidence in its power and popular legitimacy. Its top leaders must have been materially threatened by the process of anti-corruption investigations in the context of a more balanced parliament, popular mobilization against corruption among top public government officials, and more open and independent media. The general political opening also created space for the formation of a reform wing within the rather monolithic MPRP, further threatening the position of its current leaders.
Popular legitimacy the MPRP had seemed to enjoy was already dampened in 2004 due to its own overly aggressive and monopolistic campaign strategy, wide-spread electoral fraud and growing poverty rates. The party’s recent actions including its MPs’ highly unethical behavior served to further alienate significant numbers of its supporters including its long-standing members. Another factor that indirectly contributed to the diminishing reputation of the MPRP was its (so far) rather unsuccessful attempt to control the newly independent Public Radio and Television (PRTV) through MPRP-implanted members of the PRTV Board of Directors. The partisan stance assumed by the President who is obligated by law to maintain non-partisanship made matters even worse.
These developments within the most powerful political party in Mongolia create opportunities for major political changes and for evening out the field of political competition. However, these hopes can only materialize if the MDP and other pro-democracy political forces such as the CCP are able to form a strong, unified and thoroughly democratic opposition. It is rather promising that the MDP and CCP are planning to run a Shadow Government to function as a strong opposition. Unfortunately, on many occasions the MDP has shown itself as an unreliable political partner and a poor promoter of democratic principles. The MDP, much like the MPRP, is facing a major challenge in terms of its internal reform, increasing its internal democracy, establishing a proper system of transparency and accountability, and ensuring party discipline and unity. 

Should the MDP fail in strengthening and democratizing itself, Mongolia is likely to be held hostage to a small corrupt network of oligarchs predominantly maintained through MPRP hold on state power. CCP does not have enough clout to single-handedly bear the responsibility of a democratic opposition. Civil society shall lack an effective avenue into the top decision-making processes given the traditional reluctance and even inability of the MPRP to engage in open and effective public dialogues. Pressure of a strong opposition is also key to the ability of the MPRP’s reform wing to continue its struggle to democratize their party.
The Shadow Government, if properly established and implemented, shall also create important opportunities for advocacy and oversight civil society organizations (CSOs) to organize and strengthen monitoring of public policy making, implementation and public expenditures at national and local levels. The organizational capacity, commitment and consistent efforts of leading CSOs are going to be key in capitalizing on these opportunities. These initiatives can be significantly strengthened by the support and participation of the social movements provided the latter manage to stay within the constitutional limits, tone down their symbolically violent, dramatic means of struggle and build their capacity for everyday, less symbolic and more practical actions at grassroots level.
On a negative side, should the pro-democracy forces both within and outside the government fail to effectively organize and allow the new Government to operate in an unresponsive and irresponsible fashion, citizens’ movements are likely to radicalize even further to the point of resorting to physically violent means of struggle. In this case, as many analysts are already predicting, Mongolia may indeed experience a popular, violent upheaval this spring despite the new Government’s attempts to mollify the populace by increasing public servants’ salaries and children’s educational subsidies.    
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