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PAFFREL Election Day Report

Provincial Council Elections for Uva Province and Local Government Elections for Jaffna Municipal Council and Vavuniya Urban Council, August 8, 2009

The elections to the Uva Provincial Council and for the Jaffna Muncipal Council and Vavuniya Urban Council took place on Saturday, August 8, 2009.  Paffrel election observers were able to submit reports immediately regarding the environment for a free and fair election.  It is Paffrel’s opinion that the verdict of the elections would accurately represent the sentiments of the electorate on the day of the elections.   Except for a few minor incidents in Jaffna and Vavuniya, and several isolated incidents in the Uva Province, the elections took place in a peaceful environment. 

In Uva, 15 incidents were reported to Paffrel of which 11 were confirmed by our observers  Among them were 3 major incidents.  In one incident a JVP candidate was assaulted and in another a UNP local politician was assaulted in the Mahiyangana electorate.  There was also one incident of intimidation in the Badulla electorate.

In Jaffna, 5 incidents were reported to us of which 2 were confirmed by our observers.  One of them pertained to a threat to displaced voters in the Puttalam district and another was a case of illegal propaganda on election day. 

In Vavuniya, there were 4 incidents reported to Paffrel of which 3 were confirmed by our observers.  In one incident voters were threatened, in another there was infighting between members of a contesting party near a polling station, and in the third there was a clash between two rival political parties.  

Most of the complaints received were against the ruling alliance.

SHORTCOMINGS TO BE ADDRESSED

However, there were several shortcomings of a serious nature in the pre-election period that structurally biased the elections in favour of the government parties and they need to be addressed if elections are to be considered truly free and fair.

In Jaffna, PAFFREL received information about a group collecting polling cards of persons who were registered to vote in the Jaffna Municipal area but at present did not live there. This gave rise to the possibility of illegal use of polling cards. However, the compulsory use of ID cards reduced the risk and the strict requirement of a valid ID card was observed at these elections.  A serious shortcoming in the Jaffna elections was the utilization of an electoral register that had not been properly updated.  As a result although the electoral register led to the issuance of 100,747 polling cards, only 54,000 of them could be delivered.  It is likely that the balance is not living any longer in Jaffna.  This is a matter that needs to be urgently rectified.  The bloated figure in the electoral register also gives rise to the impression of a lower participation rate in the election than is actually warranted. The significantly higher turnout of displaced persons (IDPs) who registered for voting in Jaffna suggests that there was more interest in the elections than the participation rate would indicate.

In all three locations where elections took place the government presence with urgent welfare and development activities and visits by national level representatives was visible.  While within the letter of the law, PAFFREL is of the view that this practice is not in the spirit of fair elections with such disproportionate publicity and government presence during an election. As we have noted in previous instances, it would be suitable for Sri Lanka to consider guidelines that place restraints on the government and the ruling party from conducting and inaugurating projects and works within election periods.  Such action will require agreement from the two major political parties and could, along with other measures, strengthen the processes of fair elections and increase people’s faith in the political processes.   

As observed by PAFFREL at previous elections there was the display of posters in violation of election laws, and the abuse of state property and media for election purposes mainly by the ruling party.  These have become regular features of elections which are noted and objected to by opposing candidates, political parties and civic organizations, but which appear impervious to change.  Direct and indirect utilization of government property and resources by the contesting politicians could be observed very much at these elections.  This has been the general practice but it is impermissible and requires a disciplined and sincere effort by the government if it is to be outlawed.  

The role of the Police is critically important and their impartial and efficient action is essential in the conduct of free and fair elections especially with regard to illegal posters and cutouts.  We believe that the Police by itself cannot control these activities but, it seems that a stronger effort is needed by them. Paffrel notes with concern the decision of the Elections Commissioner to withhold releasing funds for the police to clear illegal publicity material, as the police were ineffective in cleaning up this material  

PAFFREL believes that the machinery of law and order needs to work in an independent and impartial manner and therefore reiterates its call 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. 

PAFFREL PRESENCE

In the case of the Provincial Council elections in Uva Province, Paffrel monitored the elections through a total of 516 observers who were deployed in a total of 243 polling stations in Badulla District and 172 polling stations in Monaragala District. 51% of polling stations had stationary observers.  A total of 15 mobile observation vehicles with 75 observers were deployed to cover the balance polling stations. In addition 25 observers were assigned to 25 All Party Monitoring Rooms that were established at Divisional Secretariats. 

In the case of the local government elections in Jaffna, PAFFREL had stationary monitors in 60 out of 70 polling booths.  Mobile observer teams also operated in four vehicles.  In addition, 15 polling booths which were established in six districts to accommodate a total of 5,406 displaced eligible voters were also covered.  In Vavuniya, voting took place in 18 polling stations, all of which were monitored by our stationary observers.  Mobile observers operated in two vehicles.
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