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1. Introduction: The State of Accountability of Mongolia

In this series of reports on accountability, three types of accountability will be examined: government
accountability to its citizens (vertical accountability), government responsibility to other institutions
(horizontal accountability), and government accountability to the media and civil society groups
(diagonal accountability). This report examines vertical accountability in the Mongolian political
system. Existing research considers that in a system with vertical accountability, citizens can hold
their government accountable through elections and political parties (Liihrmann 2020, p. 813).

The most important change is that the latest “Democracy Report 2024” placed Mongolia in
the democratic “gray zone” between “electoral democracy” and “electoral autocracy.” From 1992 to
2022, Mongolian performance in V-Dem Projects accountability indices was consistently classified
as an ‘“electoral democracy.” On average, it scores relatively high in vertical and diagonal
accountability indices, but its performance in horizontal accountability is in decline (Figure 1). Since
the institutionalization of democracy with the 1992 constitution, its vertical accountability
performance and subsequent decline make the case most similar to India (Figure 2).
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Figure 1. V-Dem Accountability Indices: 1989 to 2023
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Figure 2. V-Dem Vertical Accountability Asia: 1992 vs. 2023
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In general, these scores describe a system where elections result in the transfer of power, but there
are flaws in governance. In the case of Mongolia, these flaws are related to (1) poor government
accountability, (2) poor enforcement of legislation that is part of institutional control mechanisms and
increasingly (3) freedom of the media. Over the years, the main challenge to analyzing and evaluating
government performance and policies was the lack of transparency in decision-making and a lack of
access to administrative information. Moreover, most of the significant legislation introduced in the
past few years was introduced hastily with little challenge by the opposition or public oversight,
which is required by the legislative process.

Consecutive constitutional amendments, starting from the significant amendments in 2019,
followed by a further amendment on August 25, 2022, and culminating in the 31 May 2023
amendment, introduced a mixed electoral system with 78 members of parliament elected by
majoritarian and 48 by proportional representation. The landmark cyber security law (2021) and
human rights laws also received minimal scrutiny and were passed without public discussion.
Moreover, only the president’s veto stopped controversial social media laws that the Mongolian
parliament passed after a considerable public outcry (Buyanjargal 2023; Ooluun 2023). There was
also condemnation from the civil society groups and the international community (CIVICUS Monitor
2023; Jamgansuren 2023; Dulamkhorloo Baatar 2023). These laws granted the government broad
control over online content, including censorship of discussions about officials and the ability to shut
down the internet. Legally, in cases of such procedural breech, the Constitutional Court of Mongolia
can challenge the adopted legislation(On the Proceedings of Disputes in the Constitutional Court
[Ynocon Xyyauiin Lpys0 Mapeaan Xanan Lluiiosespasx Axcunnacaanst Tyxau] 1995). Yet, the
Constitutional Court is a highly politicized institution; thus, so far, no challenges to this legislation
have been issued. Nonetheless, in the case of the social media laws, the presidential veto was
supported by 89 percent of the parliamentarians, and the bill was rejected (RSF 2023a).

Another recent development is that small parties without a seat in parliament opposed the
new electoral laws that decreased the number of electoral districts from 29 to 13 enlarged regional
constituencies. Such large electoral districts are known to benefit large parties with extensive
resources and networks in the rural areas, putting small parties and independent candidates at a
considerable disadvantage in the 2024 parliamentary elections. The media reports that the
Constitutional Court is “considering” whether to take on the case (Uyan 2024; Nomin 2024). The
result of their decision would further highlight whether the government is planning to uphold
inclusivity as part of its commitment to a democratic electoral process. Notably, the 2024 electoral
system’s majoritarian seat distribution gave the urban constituencies only 24 mandates out of 78,
further reducing their chances (Ulaanbaatar News 2023). Moreover, it is yet to be specified how the
proportional candidate lists would accommodate and represent them.

Given this, the disregard for transparency in legislative procedure and public scrutiny,
together with the overall deterioration in horizontal accountability, invoke concerns. As evident from
the adoption of recent legislation, the government continuously excluded stakeholders and
undermined freedom of speech. Findings from cross-national research show that the erosion of
horizontal accountability is related to the deterioration in the quality of democracy (Sato et al. 2022).
Given this gap, the two sides of vertical accountability in Mongolia will be analyzed: (1) the
government’s side through its organization of elections and the political party landscape, and (2) the
public’s side through the perception of government performance and accountability. This report will
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investigate vertical accountability since citizens’ vigilance is one of the last bastions of resistance to
the processes set by the government.

2. Electoral Accountability and Declining Party Competition

2.1. Elections and Political Party Landscape

After the 1992 Constitution institutionalized democracy in Mongolia, the voter turnout was relatively
high in most elections, but still, we can observe a gradual decline in voter participation (Figure 3). It
was very high in the 1990s, mainly due to the novelty effects, but then, similar to other democracies,
the enthusiasm decreased over time. Nevertheless, it remains high for parliamentary elections and is
mainly decreasing for the presidential elections, highlighting the greater weight of parliament in the
political system. The COVID-19 restrictions can explain the low turnout for the most recent 2021
presidential election. Nevertheless, it will be seen in the June 2024 parliamentary elections that the
participation of two-thirds of the electorate became the new norm.

Figure 3. Voter Turnout in Parliamentary and Presidential Elections since 1992
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Source: Data from the General Election Committee of Mongolia

Another main development is that the mostly majoritarian system led to the dominance of two parties,
as smaller parties were unable to compete outside of the capital. The challenges for smaller parties,
newcomers, and women were primarily due to resources that became increasingly relevant to running
campaigns, establishing and maintaining rural networks, and covering large electoral districts. In rural
areas, the poorly developed infrastructure, geographic size, and scattered population required
considerable funds for campaigning. Therefore, except for the two main parties, there was rarely any
other political representation visible outside of Ulaanbaatar. The Mongolian People’s Party (successor
to the Mongolian People’s Revolutionary Party) and the Democratic Party (successor of the Democratic
Union Coalition) are considered the main political forces. However, the future of DP is uncertain, as it
still cannot recover from the defeat in the past two elections, and opinion poll results are unfavorable.

© EAI 2024




Table 1. Electoral System: 1992 to 2024
Elections Electoral Number of Number Mandates MPRP/MPP DUC/DP

System Constituencies of Seats
Rural Urban % % % %

Votes Seats Votes seats
2024 Mixed* 13+1 78 +48  54+* 24+ * - - - -
2020 Majoritarian 29 76 52 24 493 81.6 245 145
2016 Majoritarian 76 76 48 28 46.5 855 342 118
2012 Mixed* 26+ 1 48 +28 * * 33,5 354 342 521
2008 Majoritarian 26 76 56 20 430 592 392 368
2004 Majoritarian 76 76 56 20 48.8 474 448 447
2000 Majoritarian 76 76 56 20 515 947 241 1.3
1996 Majoritarian 76 76 56 20 45.7 658 399 329
1992 Majoritarian 26 76 52 24 57.1 921 313 6.6

Source: Data from the General Election Committee of Mongolia
*Note: The 2012 and 2024 electoral systems are mixed (majoritarian and proportional), where the
proportional part is based on a nationwide candidate list. This makes the allocation of rural vs urban
number of mandates not directly applicable. Still, at the time of writing the exact structure and
procedures for the proportional element of the upcoming 2024 parliamentary election has not been
specified.

From Table 1, we can see that based on the performance of the two main parties in the past elections,
the relationship between the total votes cast and the number of seats obtained is not proportional. The
type of electoral system, the number (directly related to size) of constituencies, and, more recently,
gerrymandering led to distortions. In some of the elections, those discrepancies were considerable
(See Figures 4 and 5), which was also reflected in the increasing criticism of the electoral system.
There was also the role of urban and rural cleavages and the related distribution of Ulaanbaatar and
rural area mandates. Historically, the rural constituencies favored the MPRP/MPP. Thus, the high
number of rural mandates in the rural area mostly benefited the ruling party.

Figure 4. MPRP and MPP Votes and Seats
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Figure 5. DUC and DP Votes and Seats
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At the same time, party registration was rarely a problem, and to date, dozens of parties emerged right
before the elections just to disappear shortly afterward. As noted earlier, for smaller parties, the main
challenge was the lack of resources, which continuously disadvantaged them in the rural areas and
made them unable to compete with larger parties. The size of electoral districts and a lack of
established rural networks were a main challenge they could not overcome. This was the same for
independent candidates, newcomers, and women, who lacked main party affiliation and support. After
the 2016 defeat of one of the main parties — the Democratic Party — and the subsequent crisis within
the party, it has not recovered and is currently a lesser political force. Due to the fragmentation of its
leadership and a lack of opposition, it is becoming less of a challenger based on the recent public
announcement of its leadership (DP leader Gantumur and his talks about forming a coalition with the
main party after the 2024 elections). Consequently, the current one-party dominant system became
solidified (Figure 6).

Figure 6. Parties in Parliament since 1992
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2.2. Perceptions on Vertical Accountability

In the end, all these trends contributed to the systematic lack of opposition, and the gradual
(re)establishment of the one-party dominant political system. In the previous report on “Horizontal
Accountability in Mongolia” (Ganbat and Sumaadii 2024), we concluded that the current system of
checks and balances among the government institutions has been undermined. Thus, there is a lack
of institutional ways to direct public concerns. In such a context where institutions capable of
controlling power are compromised, how can the public form democratic pressure? Existing literature
suggests that the challenge of one-party dominant systems is an increasing vulnerability to mass
protest (Ulfelder 2005). Indeed, in the current political climate, unless the system evolves in response
to the numerous criticisms and addresses its problems with systemic corruption, the only remaining
political outlet is citizen’s protest.

Following that, we can deduce that the increasing numbers of protesters in the last few years
are a symptom of major institutional deficiencies. Despite 2023 being themed by Mongolian officials
as the “year of anti-corruption” over the past few years, Mongolia’s position in various global
rankings has steadily worsened. In 2023 Transparency International’s assessments, Mongolia’s
corruption ranking further declined from previous years and stands at 121 out of 180 with a
Corruption Perception Index of 35, which places it among countries with a serious corruption problem
(TT 2024). The Press Freedom Index ranked 88th in 2023 (RSF 2023b). The World Justice Project
Rule of Law Index Expert Survey revealed a decline from 35 to 33 points (WJP 2023).

A major challenge related to weak institutions is that systemic corruption is a significant
concern for the citizens. Over time, the inability (or a lack of political will) to solve corruption has
resulted in a political climate where there is very little public trust in government institutions.
Historically, almost all political institutions receive low levels of trust from the population. At the
same time, civil society and the government administration received more trust. Notably, the level of
trust in the president was fluctuating but was still relatively high until recently. Of particular
importance is that political parties are the least trusted of all, and there is a strong belief that current
parties do not represent public opinion (Figures 7 and 8). Adding to this is the fact that a majority
agrees that corruption is a common practice in the country (Figure 9), thus further fueling public
skepticism about government accountability.
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Figure 7. Trust in Political Institutions
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Figure 8. Parties Represent Public Opinion
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Figure 9. Perception of Corruption
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Given the prevailing lack of trust in institutional remedies, it is crucial to evaluate the probable actions
citizens might take. Long-term surveys reveal a decline in indecision among citizens regarding their
response to governmental failures. While a third opt for a passive approach, waiting for improvement,
there has been an uptick in those inclined to oppose the government through voting in elections. By
2023, slightly over a quarter of respondents favored this approach. At the same time, there is a rise in
those considering protest, with one in seven respondents favoring this option in recent years. It should
also be noted that legal channels and joining opposition parties are unpopular, underscoring the
skepticism towards institutional solutions. As a result, the citizens do not believe that they can hold
the government accountable through any of the institutions and, more importantly, political parties.
In the end, elections are left as the main institutional mechanism. In such a context, it is most likely
that protest votes will increase, especially in urban constituencies (known to be more radicalized),
and newcomers will have a better chance.
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Figure 10. What would you do If the government failed to meet your expectations?
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Unsurprisingly, the increasing number of protests (with a temporary break during the COVID-19
restrictions) was a symptom of the accumulated institutional deficiencies. The demonstrations about
air pollution during the winters of 2015 to 2019 were well organized and had specific goals. There
were also protests triggered by corruption scandals such as the “SME Scandal,” the “60 billion MNT
Scandal,” the “Green Bus Scandal,” the “Do Your Job” protest, and more recently, the “Coal Theft
Scandal,” which saw the protestors storming the government.

In response to the growing tide of protests within Mongolian society, the government
reinstated a law dating back to 1994 prohibiting protests on Sukhbaatar Square in front of the
Parliament Building. This action only solidified the public perception that the government has failed
to effectively address the underlying causes of public discontent and can only resort to banning
protests reminiscent of its former communist-style governance. The move further implied an
incapacity to engage with criticism and a fear of public unrest.

3. Conclusion

Ideally, the constitution provides a stable framework on which politics can unfold. Yet, the electoral
framework introduced distortions between votes and seats and hindered the development of a
balanced and equal-opportunity multi-party political system. Over time, the unresolved challenges
led to disillusionment in the current establishments’ capacity or willingness to implement genuine
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reform to improve democratic governance. In a democratic ideal, multi-party systems expand the
political choices of citizens and provide more outlets for dissent. To date, the multi-party system has
yet to be fully realized. The lack of opportunities for most minor political actors to gain a foothold in
the political system led to the dominance of the first two parties and currently, one party. The main
problem is that the electoral system needs to evolve to consider transparency, fairness, and inclusivity
in the electoral process.

Moreover, there is a considerable lack of accountability and transparency in governance,
which introduces significant risks. Among them, the risk of corruption and risk for the quality of
governance are considerably high and unlikely to be resolved given the current politicization of the
judiciary. Altogether, this adds to the public frustration with the governance and views that the current
political elites have reached the limits of their personal capacities, and, therefore, more professionals
are needed in the government.

One of the main findings in the public opinion polls of the last few years is that the public
has started to demand more professionalism from the government (Iveel M. 2024). “Do your job”
was one of the slogans during the youth protest of 2022, reflecting the public sentiment frustrated
with the current governance. As noted earlier, for the active part of the population, elections are the
main institutional way to hold the government accountable. At other times, protest is becoming
increasingly relevant.

Given this, it should also be noted that there are more than enough legal avenues to hold
government officials accountable. However, as with much of other legislation in Mongolia,
implementation problems exist. In the past thirty years, numerous measures have been introduced to
remedy the corruption challenges in the country. More recently, the ‘whistleblower laws’ were
attempted. Yet, as with most other legislation, the implementation ran into problems. Generally, since
Mongolia has no law protecting whistleblowers yet, the current draft has been under review (for
nearly ten years). In the meantime, there are no secure and easily accessible channels for reporting
corruption. Thus, anti-corruption activists, whistleblowers, and witnesses are inadequately protected
(Jamiyasuren 2023a).

At a procedural level, a typical situation is when a misconduct claim ends in a legal void
because it is constantly passed between different agencies until it becomes irrelevant or the claim
period expires. Whether it is deliberate or due to general inefficiencies is debatable. However, it is
quite common for a misconduct case to enter a so-called “legal oblivion” (Jamiyasuren 2023b). The
typical case can involve three to four responsible authorities that delay response; each period of a
claim typically lasts from 4 to 12 years or until the claim period expires by laws of administrative and
criminal procedures. Most likely until the claim becomes irrelevant or the responsible official is no
longer in the related position (ibid.). Unsurprisingly, based on such widespread situations, citizens
became highly reluctant to use formal ways of resolving conflicts.

Under these circumstances, vertical accountability in Mongolia is unlikely to improve in the
short term. As a result, the 2024 parliamentary elections will be a decisive factor for the future of
Mongolian democracy. The stakes are high, and the system has accumulated considerable social
tensions. When and how the newly elected officials address them will determine whether the new
system can facilitate further institutional change to improve democratic governance, or whether
citizens will have to take the initiative into their own hands. m
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