PAFFREL Election Day Report, 26 January 2010

The Presidential Election took place in an essentially peaceful and calm environment.  PAFFREL monitors received 71 complaints of which 35 were confirmed and only 4 were serious in our view.  Reports from PAFFREL’s local and international monitors reflected conduct by election officials that was professional and competent, and a strong security presence on the day of the election.  
The overall voter turnout was about 70 percent. However, voter turnout in the North was low at less than 20 percent.  There was a series of grenade explosions in Jaffna in the early morning hours prior to the polls commencing.  This together with a severe shortage of public transportation in other parts of the North, especially where displaced persons (IDPs) were located would have contributed to this low voter turnout.  
Although Election Day itself was peaceful and free from serious violations of election law, PAFFREL has in its previous reports pointed out that this was not the case in the pre-election period.  PAFFREL received over 757 complaints of which 578 were confirmed and about 300 serious.  There was large scale misuse of state resources and violations of election laws relating to fair and balanced coverage of all candidates by the state media.  
As a result of violations by the state media the Election Commissioner appointed a Competent Authority to oversee it whom he subsequently withdrew due to continuing non-compliance by the state media.  Guidelines of the Election Commissioner for the media were also violated by the private media, though not to the same extent.  PAFFREL is deeply concerned with the frustrations expressed by the Election Commissioner that government officials did not comply with many of his directives.  
An unfortunate occurrence during the period of voting on Election Day in the afternoon was the exposure by the state media of the fact that the main opposition candidate was not a registered voter and hence was not eligible to contest the Presidential Election.  This would have caused consternation and confusion in the minds of those who had not yet voted.  It highlights the importance of full compliance with the election law and observance of the voter registration process by all citizens.
PAFFREL also notes that in the period prior to the elections that the two main parties created an environment in which there was apprehension of large scale and systematic violence taking place on the day of the election.  We are pleased that the voters were determined and courageous to defy these predictions and come out in large numbers to vote.  This is an indication of the people’s commitment to the democratic process which all political parties need to become more sensitive to, and demonstrates the urgent need to strengthen the powers of the Election Commissioner.
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