PAFFREL Election Day Report
Provincial Council Elections for Western Province, 
April 25, 2009
The elections to the Provincial Councils for the Western Province took place on Saturday, April 25, 2009.  PAFFREL deployed 1896 stationary observers for this election.  In addition, 225 mobile observers in 45 mobile units were engaged in observational activities.  With the mobile observers covering 1216 polling stations, PAFFREL’s stationary and mobile observers were able to cover nearly all of the 2299 polling stations in the province.  These observers were able to submit reports immediately on the ground situation.
No serious incidents were reported to PAFFREL and polling took place peacefully throughout the province.  The voter turnout however was relatively low at 57 percent. There were 16 complaints reported to PAFFREL directly and a further 33 through the Multi Party Operations Unit of which PAFFREL is a member.  None of these complaints were of a serious nature.  However, a negative observation by our monitors in many polling stations was in regard to difficulties experienced by some voters in proving their identity to the satisfaction of the election authorities, sometimes because there were errors in their names and identity card numbers.

The peaceful situation on Election Day was in contrast to the situation that was faced by the contesting political parties and candidates during the period of the election campaign.  The reports of acts of violence, obstacles placed in the path of campaigning by opposition parties, misuse of state resources by ruling party politicians and instances of police inaction registered an increase in comparison with the previous provincial council elections for the North Western and Central provinces.  These shortcomings make these elections fall short of the standards that we expect of a free and fair election in its totality.
 


The period allocated for the election campaign was longer than in the previous provincial elections, and this coupled with intense competition between the rival political parties and candidates, created a more violent condition than in the previous elections.  This led to a large number of violent incidents in the run up to Election Day, amounting to 62, including one death, being reported.  PAFFREL is of the view that 35 of these incidents were of a serious nature.  These included assaults that required hospitalization, fire fights and the destruction of party offices.
The role of the Police is critically important, especially during the election period. Their impartial and efficient action is essential in the conduct of free and fair election.  The police have made some attempts to prevent illegal activities during the election. But we emphasize that it was not sufficient. Further, when election laws are violated, the Police should have acted more efficiently and in cooperation with the Election Commissioner’s Department and the political parties. If that does not take place, it not only affects the conduct of a fair and free election but would also lead to an erosion of confidence of people in the electoral process itself.
The Election Commissioner extended his fullest support to PAFFREL for which we are grateful. Unfortunately, public disaffection and election monitoring by civic groups have proved to be having only a limited deterrent effect on this undemocratic and illegal pattern of behavior.  The Election Commissioner has frequently gone on record regarding the need to further strengthen the powers he and his department are vested with in order to fulfill his mandate of ensuring free and fair elections.
 
PAFFREL believes that the machinery of law and order needs to work in an independent and impartial manner for there to be a change in the situation.  This is why PAFFREL keeps on agitating for the implementation of the 17th Amendment to the Constitution that envisages the establishment of independent Police, Elections and Public Service Commissions, which hold out the best prospects of a restoration of free and fair elections on a consistent basis. We believe that independent institutions, and demonstrating respect for their purpose, are essential to enhance the credibility of the democracy practiced in the country. 
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