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EDITING SAMPLE 

 

Observing Elections1 

 

It was eEarly in the evening in Kampala on 31 March 31, 1994., as The journalists were 

waitinged for thean announcedofficial statement from international election observers,. United 

Nations (UN) officials repeated for the third time once again their argument that the international 

election observers should state in their final reports that the elections for Uganda’s constituent 

assembly had been “free and fair.” But the observers were unwilling to use theose terms, because 

what does it really mean that elections are “free and fair?” Doesn’t the use of such solemn words 

in connection withabout democratization efforts imply agreement on how the concepts are to be 

defined and what conditions are to be fulfilled before theyat wording should be used? 

 The election observers, who had been asked to draft the final document, refused to 

characterize the elections as “free and fair,” because they had only observed only a part of the 

entire election process,. and because tThey knew that the application of this terminology would 

make it difficult—perhaps even impossible —to have a serious discussion of the problems they 

had discovered in connection with the elections. That was why they would not let it go while 

they had the upper hand. 

 The elections in Uganda—which definitely were no worse than many other elections in 

other new democradcies—were not declared “free and fair”, and theboth Ugandans and the 

international community had to live with that. 

 This little incident from real life illustratesshows the truthfulness of the fact that election 

observers who are travelling far and wide to monitor elections and report on election procedures 
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are expected, and not only by over-zealous journalists, to declare whether theif elections they 

monitor and report on are, in fact, in question were “free and fair.” Sometimes this is the only 

thing they are expected to do when there is little public or professional interest in other details, 

because nobody really wants to know anything else, at least that is the impression one 

occasionally may get. 

 The concept of “free and fair” has become the catchwordphrase of the UN, journalists, 

politicians, and political scientists alike. In fact, we are dealing with a case of what Giovanni 

Sartori once called “conceptual stretching,”: which he explained as a need created by globalized 

politics and international media: “the wider the world under investigation, the more we need 

conceptual tools that are able to travel.”2 Hasve “free and fair” elections become a vague and 

amorphous conceptualization, or can a clear core meaning be delineated? What does it mean that 

an election was “free and fair?” Does it only mean that it was “acceptable”, or does it mean 

something more? That is the topic of this paper, which among other things builds upon oOur 

own experiences as election observers and advisers in a number ofmany countries thatwhich 

have recently held elections or referendums as part of their democratization processes inspired us 

to start a conversation about our profession. 

 The paper has three main aims: Ffirst, to spark a much-needed debate on election 

observation procedures and concepts,; second, to contribute to a definition which may be 

expedient for the analysis of elections and democratization processes in emerging democracies,; 

and, third, to contribute to the development of specific instruments that may be of use to future 

election observers who are sent out to assess an election or a referendum—a task they have to 

complete perhaps within a week or so, and perhapssometimes in a country they kneow little or 

nothing about beforehand. The Eexamples provided are primarily drawn from Asian and African 
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countries, but reference is also made to the September 14, 1996, elections in Bosnia-Herzegovina 

are also referenced. 

 

Why and How Do Election Observations Happen—Why and How? 

 

 The involvement of international organizations in elections and referendums goes a long 

way back to the evolution of international politics at the end of World War II in September 1945 

and when the United Nations was founded in October that same year. As it grew, As regards the 

latest four decades, tthe UN became involvedment of the UN in a number ofnumerous 

referendums on independence that took place from the end of the 1950s onwardshould be 

mentioned. It was important for the UN to know whether these elections had been free and fair 

so that this element could be considered before independence international recognition of former 

colonies and trust territories as independent states could bewas given.3 Ostensibly, the concept 

was used this way for the first time in this relation in a report on Togoland’s referendum on 

independence in 1956.4 

 Many years later, the UN involvement in the referendum in Namibia’s in November 1989 

referendum was different, in principle. It was different, because the election was not just an 

element of the colony’s rather longlengthy liberation process, but it was also an integral part of 

the UN’s peace-keeping efforts in the area. 

 In February 1990, the UN supervised the elections in Nicaragua. The interesting point 

here is that tThis was done at the request of the country itself, and in preparation for verification 

of the entire election process and not only ofjust what happened on election day. Thus, the 

activities of the world organizationUN became an element in the election process of an 
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independent member country,. nNot all UN members of the world organization saw this as a 

positive development. 

 Subsequent elections and referendums in which the UN has been directly involved in, 

either as part of peacekeeping efforts or because the countries in question needed the approval of 

the UN, primarily include the following: Haiti (December 1990), Angola (September 1992), 

Cambodia (May 1993), and Mozambique (October 1994). AThe UN also had considerable 

involvement in countries such as Eritrea (April 1993), South Africa (April 1994), and Malawi 

(June 1993 and May 1994)—even though partly for other reasons might be added to the list. The 

organization’s reasons for getting involved with those latter four elections were different than the 

reasons it got involved with the former four elections.5  

 As will appear from the above, tThe latest and morest intensive development has only 

been going on for less than ten years. In aAdditionally, many other places besides these civil 

war-ridden countries have experienced dramatic developments towards democracy during the 

same period of time. In many cases, individual countries have been involved in different forms 

of support for these developments, while in other cases, it has been other international 

organizations than the UN (⸺especially Organization of American States (OAS), European 

Union (EU), Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE), Inter-Parliamentary 

Union (IPU), and The Commonwealth Secretariat (COMSEC), . and in some cases it has been 

nNational or international NGOs, in many instances getting a very receive substantial part of 

their expenses covered byfinancial aid from government and other public funds in many 

instances.6 

 That is why the period fromin 1989 hasd experienced an increasing interest in supporting 

the conduct of elections and referendums in a totally different and far more direct way than one 
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whould have imagined a few years agoago. At the same time, a countless number of election 

observers have been sent out to all sorts of various elections and referendums so that they could 

form an opinion and contribute at least by their mere presence to a fair course of events by their 

mere presence. This has intensified the demand for standardized assessment criteria, but so far, 

such criteria have only existed in the form of “check lists,”; while there has been no general 

agreement has been reached as to what should actually be included in the official assessment 

criteria.7 Cooperation betweenamong different countries, different organizations, and individual 

election authorities has also varied in quality. to put it tactfully and that is whyThis makes it is 

necessary to start discussing on what grounds an election or referendum can be labelled “free and 

fair” or at least “acceptable.” 

 In different connections, criteria for assessing an election as free and fair have of course 

been established, but it is difficult to operationalize the theoretical concepts via a kind of check 

list of everything that should be taken into accountconsidered. Add to thisat all the problems of 

checking the actualtrue state of affairs in a particular electoral process and finding out how to 

combine the different “measurements” on different dimensions into one single expression.8 

 One approach is to study the various releveant fields (such as the electoral system, the 

voter registration system, media access, campaign rules, ballot count, and so on), and then make 

a crosswise assessment of whether the conditions and achievements within each field either 

contribute to— or hamper— the freedom and fairness of the election overall.9 

 Below we try a different approach. On the basis of Robert A. Dahl’s conceptualization, 

we start by presenting our view of how elections and the development towards a more 

democratic form of government relate to one another. Based on this, wWe willthen discuss what 

can be understood by the concepts of “free and fair based on our perspective and observations.” 
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Finally, we will present a list of relevant criteria and illustrate the difficulties in using these 

criteria in actual practice. 

 

Free and Fair Elections and Referendums as Elements ofin the Democratization Process 

 

 There is nothing extraordinary about the fact that pPoliticians and voters of the former 

colonies and non-democracies, as well as international organizations, countries, and individuals 

that subscribe to the principles of democracy, take a great interest in elections and referendums. 

Yet Tthis has , nevertheless,still contributed to the development of a distorted picture of the 

entire transition process from a non-democratic to a more or lesssomewhat democratic system of 

government. The poll itself has, rather unfortunately, become the focus of attention. In that way 

elections have acquired an importance with no basis in either democratic theory or practical 

politics.10 

 A general idea is that if only elections have been held without too many obvious 

irregularities and floaws, the country in question can be called a “democracy,” which may then 

be supported by other democracies. This attitude has in some periods been somewhat 

prevailingprevalent in US policies towards some South and Central American countries over the 

years, but it can also be identified in the foreign policy of other countries.11 

 It is understandable thatSome of the political opposition in countries that used to 

bepreviously under authoritarian governmentrule would like to have elections and reformed 

national governance. ItElections would gives them the opportunity to make themselvesbe heard 

and to make a difference. In this connection, hHowever, it is worth maintainingmentioning that 
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there are a number of prerequisites for democratic elections, which should be taken seriously, if 

the objective is to encourage a continuous development towards a well -functioning democracy. 

 Robert A. Dahl has set up a number ofseveral institutional prerequisites for characterizing 

individual countries as democracies. Free and fair elections isare one of Dahl’s institutional 

prerequisites of democracy or a development towards a democratic form of government.12 Dahl, 

however;, does not define what is meant by free and fair elections, except that “elected officials 

are chosen in frequent and fair conducted elections in which coercion is absent or at least 

comparatively uncommon.” But can elections be free and fair if part of the adult population has 

no right to vote? Shouldn’t’ all adult citizens have the opportunity to be nominated as candidates 

for election? And can elections be characterized as “free and fair” if there is no freedom of 

speech or, assembly, or movement? In other words, doesn’t the concept of “free and fair 

elections” have as necessary prerequisites all the other preconditions of Dahl’s definition of 

polyarchy and democracy? 

 Besides, Dahl himself has argued that it would not be appropriate, from a 

democratization perspective, to conduct the necessary and desirable elections asso early in the 

transitional process as has often been the case done. According to this argument, a number 

ofmany institutional and other prerequisites have tomust be fulfilled at least to a reasonable 

extent before elections should beare conductedheld.13 

 The decision whether an election or a referendum is free and fair therefore presupposes 

that the concepts of “free” and “fair” are clarified in relation to other institutional preconditions 

for democracy and operationalized in a way that make them applicable in practice. ItThe 

decision whether an election or a referendum is free and fair also involves both a definition and a 

clarification of the phases that form part of the overall election procedure. 
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 Freedom forms a contrast to coercion, as also implied by Dahl. Freedom involves the 

right and opportunity to opt forchoose one thing and do withoutreject another. Coercion, on the 

other hand, means that there are no such options exist, neither formally nor in reality. You have 

to opt forselect one specific thing, either because either nothing else is allowed or because the 

consequences of certain choices are unacceptable and could affect negatively affect the your own 

or your family’s safety, welfare, or dignity of you or your family. 

 Fairness means impartiality. The contrast to fairness is the unequal treatment of equals, 

which meansmeaning that some people (or groups) are given unreasonable advantages at the 

expense of others. Thus, fairness should involve both regularity, (i.e., that rules should beare 

applied in an unbiased way), and reasonabilitymoderation, (i.e., that relevant resources for 

campaigning and other purposes areshould not be distributed too unequally among competitors). 

 It may be difficult to distinguish between the two analytical dimensions of freedom and 

fairness, and the placing of variousthese two elements of the democratization process should be 

taken with a grain of salt. Under the dimension “free”, one should at least as a starting point 

include elements it is implyingied that the voters have the freedom and opportunity to participate 

in the election the way they want, that is without coercion andor restrictions of any kind (except, 

perhaps, for economic limitations). Thus, “freedom” in this respect primarily covers the rules of 

the game. 

 Concerning the relative importance of the two dimensions we claim that the dimension of 

“free” (or freedom) must take first priority, because it is a precondition for democracy and for 

the use of elections as a means towards the realization of some kind of democracytization. 

Without rules givingwhich formally secure and guarantee formal specific political freedoms, the 

Formatted: Font: Not Italic

Formatted: Font: Not Italic

Formatted: Font: Not Italic

Formatted: Font: Not Italic



9 

 

question of a fair application of such rules is meaningless and the question of equal resources is 

irrelevant. 

 It may be as difficult to distinguish between the ttwo aspects of fairness as it is to 

distinguish between freedom and fairness, becausesince both regularity and 

reasonabilitymoderation each involves a demand for impartiality. TheyHowever, regularity and 

moderation should, however, be observed separately as far as possible because regularitythe first 

aspect of fairness—regularity—which involvesing an impartial application of the rules of the 

constitution, the electoral law, and other regulations—is more specific and should be fulfilled to 

a high degree for an election to be accepted. The second aspect of fairness—

reasonabilityModeration—which concerns securing roughly equal opportunities for the exercise 

of political freedoms— is more general and impossible to fulfill completely or even to a high 

degree. In fact, we know of no actual or past polyarchy which distributes relevant political 

resources equally among political competitors. 

 Thus, in observing the fairness of an election of a referendum it is more important to 

investigate how the rules are applied than to study whether individuals and groups have ideal 

opportunities. Of course, this priority between the two aspects of fairness does not mean that 

reasonabilitymoderation ofis unimportant nor that it can be disregarded completely. Indeed, a 

broadening of access to relevant political resources and opportunities is a clear indicationes of a 

the progress of democratization ofin a political regime. This concerns individuals as well as 

groups. In relation to competitive elections, however, it becomes particularly important what the 

possibilities of the various groups are in the elections. There should be no question of any 

particular group or political party having privileged chances of winning the political competition. 

In the preparatory phase of the elections in South Africa in April 1994, the standard formulation 
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was that of levelling the playing field, and this formulation covers well how we also perceive this 

aspect of “fairness.”14 

 In addition to clarifying core concepts, a chronological classification is needed in order to 

dinstinqguish between the period before, during, and after polling day. This implies a criticism of 

the quick election observation missions in which evaluations and judgements regarding the 

character of an election are formulataed on the basis ofbased on short stays only around polling 

day. 

 It is, in particular, essential that the electoral law and the constitution guarantees the 

freedom of the voters, and that relevant resources are not too unequally distributed among 

competing parties and candidates (i.e. the reasonabilitymoderation aspect). The course of events 

that precedes polling must necessarily be included in the overall assessment to prevent itthe 

assessment from becoming thin and uninteresting. This fact has also been increasing 

acknowledged both theoretically and in practice by the UN and similar systems—in particular 

since the Nicaragua operation in 1990. This opinion, however, is more widespread in the big 

NGOs and the international organizations than among parliamentarians. 

 Similarly, the period after polling strictu sensu should be included in the assessment. 

After the election, it is mainly the demand for a fair and regular use of the rules which is 

important. Ballot papers should be subject to control in order to avoid fraud, the results should be 

published immediately, elections petitions should be handled impartially, etc. 

 If the two principal dimensions are combined with the three phases, the elements of the 

concept of “free and fair elections” can be summarized as in Figure 1. 

 

On the One Hand—And on the Other! 
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 Figure 1 may give rise tocause more problems than it solves. It is the intention, however, 

to utilize tThe theoretical concepts shown there toare meant to help establish the specific criteria 

which canto be used in actual practice to determine whether or notif an election or a referendum 

is “free and fair” (or at least “acceptable).” 

 First, although the figure is based on the relevant literature within the field15 and on 

practical experience, it would certainly be too bold to claim that it is not exhaustive., but Wwe do 

believe, however, that the principal and most relevant factors have been included. 

 Second, it should be recognizedis worth noting that this is a checklist rather than a 

detailed operationalizationguide on how to define and measure how free and fair an election is 

which everybody would be able to use unambiguously. There are at least two sides to this 

problem of reliability. One side is the disagreement between election observers as to the more or 

less complete fulfillment of the individual criteriaon, because these are only headlines which 

have toshould be elaborated withhave more specific, detailed instructions in order to produce 

homogeneousconsistent measurement results.  

 The other side is the fact that there is no explicit and comprehensive indication as to what 

is more or less important among the criteria. If some criteria have been fulfilled, while others 

have not, or if a certain criterion has been fulfilled only to some extent, an assessment has to be 

made which to a considerable extent has to be based on the common sense of individual 

observersshould be done. However, a couple ofsome guidelines to support this “technical” 

assessment can be provided.: 

  Although the election law of the country and its accompanying regulations may not be 

what international election observers find ideal, the main duty of international election observers 
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is to examine whether or notif the law of the country is followed. The checklist in Figure 1 will 

be useful in providing an overview of the different elements which should beto included in the 

analysis of the degree ofcriteria fulfillment of the various requirements and the relative 

importance of the many criteria. The checklist can be useful in assessing whether or notif the 

electoral law (together withand other pertinent legislation) covers all free and fair elements in the 

electoral process,. tThe role of observers is then to become informed about the law of the country 

and to observe to what extent the actual election process corresponds to the content of the law. 

 It is important to remember, hHowever, that electoral processes differ—as does political 

and social conditions, as well as transition processes—from one country to the next, which 

means that it is not possible to rank the items in Figure 1 according to their general importance in 

all possible electoral contexts, (i.e., to attach weights to the individual items). Theyose items in 

Figure 1 represent a checklist, and observers must themselves make relevant decisions when 

accessing regarding the any electoral processes they are assessing. 

 It follows, however, from what was said above thatBased on that information, the items 

in the “freedom”-column of Figure 1 are in general more important than those in the “fairness”-

column. and that iIn the fairness- column, a correct and impartial application of the election law 

and other relevant regulations is more important than ideal opportunities for political 

competition., Wwhereas freedom is a necessary—even though not sufficient— condition for 

accepting an election, it must be paired withfreedom and a fair application of electoral rules and 

laws is to be both a necessary anda sufficient condition for accepting an election. HoweverAnd 

yet, in addition to these requirements, for declaring an election to be free and fair—in addition to 

these requirements— is only possible if the main competitors should have had at least some 
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access to campaign resources and the media, even if complete equality may not have been 

obtainedwas not achieved. 

 It is oOur experience proves that what happens before and after polling day is at least as 

important as what happens on polling day itself. In particular, tThe observance of political 

freedoms before polling day is a particularly necessary condition that should to a substantial 

degree be fulfilled to a substantial degree before taking on the responsibility to be an election 

observer and before accepting the outcome of an election and even for taking on the 

responsibility to act as an election observer. If the rules and their observance are insufficient and 

inadequate, the election can neither become acceptable, nor free and fair. After polling day, it is a 

sufficient condition thatfor the outcome of the election isto be voluntarily accepted by all serious 

political contenders.; Hhowever, if unanimous acceptance does not occurthis is not the case, it is 

essential to analyze the reasons forwhy some political contenders refusinge to accept the election 

result and to see how their complaints are treated. 

 Of course, what happens on polling day is also important for assessing whether an 

election or a referendum is free and fair— (or at least acceptable). However, too much attention 

has often been given to polling day activities, which have not always been reported adequately. 

The main thing is not merely to observe and report irregularities, but rather to assess them in 

relation to reasonable expectations,, such as i.e. how widespread they are,; how serious they are 

in relation to available resources;, whether they represent a systematic tendency—, in particular 

insuch as favouring of present office-holders—; and how important they are for the finish 

election result. 

 To be sure, irregularities should be noted, and suggestionsed to their remedyies be given, 

but irregularities whichthat are a result of lack of capacity or experience are less serious than 
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deliberate attempts to manipulate the result. In fact, irregularities on polling day seriously 

diminish “freedom and fairness” only to the extent that they are extensive, biased systematically, 

and decisive in a close race between competing candidates or parties. 

 Third, after assessing thecriteria fulfillment of the criteria and their relative importance, 

to which may be seen as a “technical” problem of achievinge the highest possible degree 

ofutmost reliability and validity, observers should also make a subsequentanother assessment of 

whether the election or referendum under the given circumstances reflects the will of the people, 

i.e. reflects the main views and interests of the voters of the country in question (“the will of the 

people”). Thisat is, after all, the main reason for conducting elections, and irregularities and 

technical problems should be assessed in the light of this perspective. 

 Fourth, an evaluation of the election in the context of the specific democratic transition 

process should also be made. Will the election—despite possible “technical” shortcomings—

stimulate further democratization by strengthening the respect for political freecdoms,? Will it 

increase democratization efforts by improving a regular application of electoral legislation and 

regulation?, Willby developing political contestation through broadening the access to relevant 

resources, by and involving a larger part of the population in the political process contribute to a 

transition to a more democratic government?, or by including more relevant problems than 

before in the political debate? 

 Even if this is a kind of “political” judgement, it may be argued that it still falls within the 

domain which election observers may legitimately consider. If elections observers are not only 

expected to take a narrow view of the proceedings on election day, but a broader view of the 

elections as an element in a process towards polyarchy and democracy, they cannot excuse 
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themselves frommust assessing whetherif and how a particular election contributes to an ongoing 

democratization process. 

 Fifth—,and finally—it should be emphasised, however, that going beyond a narrow 

technical assessment of the extent to which how closely the country’s election law of the country 

has been followed, by evaluating whether the preferences of the electorate have been properly 

expressed, and by evaluating the role of the election in the context of the current process of 

democratization, does not allow election observers are not allowed to pass judgements of a 

broader nature, such as whether the election in question should be considered acceptable because 

it contributes to political stability or law and order in the region or country or the region.  

 Such judgements may, indeed, be both relevant and expedient, but election observers are 

not the ones to make them. They do not have a political mandate to do so, and they cannot be 

held responsible for such political assessments. All they can do is to deliver the relevant 

information about the electoral component of the entire situation and then leave it to national 

governments and international bodies to draw the appropriate political conclusions. 

 In addition to the problems of establishing the precise linedifferentiating between 

legitimate and illegitimate assessments, a furthernother problem to be considered is that not all 

election observers may accept thisat delineation. This is most apparent when a delegation of 

election observers is composed ofcomprises both parliamentarians and non-parliamentarians. 

The parliamentarians are used to making political judgements, and they are willing to take on a 

responsibility for such judgements. Sometimes it is difficult to convince parliamentarians that the 

role as an international election observers, they are requireslimited that theyto restrict themselves 

to observeing and commenting on election events and their importance for further 

Formatted: Font: Not Italic

Formatted: Font: Not Italic



16 

 

democratization; and that theyelection observers are should not to debate or judgego into broader 

political considerations. 

 A parallel problem of line-drawingdifferentiating between legitimate and illegitimate 

assessments is often—maybe even more often— encountered when international organizations 

or national governments have difficulties in separating the assessment of election processes from 

the drawing of the political consequences of the election observation assessment. It must be 

strongly emphasized as strongly as possible that we are dealing with two different kinds of 

activities and responsibilities which are best kept apart by beingif carried out by separate 

organizational entities. 

 We can illustrate some of the problems that arise from using the criteria mentioned and 

from the assessments that have to be made on the basisbecause of of some of our own 

experiences as election observers or advisers. 

 In connection withRegarding the Mongolian parliamentary election in June 1992, one 

could, on the one hand, fasten onit’s easy to focus on how the slightly reformed Communist 

Party having introduced an by and large exemplary election act, which was observed in all 

essentials for an acceptable election. On the other handHowever, the act also introduced an 

electoral system whichthat is possiblymay be the most undemocratic in the world, (involving 

majority elections in multi-member constituencies and with mandatory casting of exactly the 

same number of votes as there are candidates running in the constituency),. It and which, as was 

very likely,also resulted in the Mongolian People’s Revolutionary Party achieving 93ninety-three 

per cent of the seats for only 57fifty-seven per cent of the votes.  

Of course, 57fifty-seven per cent is a clear majority, but is it—from a democratic point of 

view—appropriate that more than 40forty per cent of the electors are almost without 
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parliamentary representation at a time when the social and political system of their country is 

being totally reformed? How should this be assessesd in relation to the concept of “free and 

fair”? Should an elecition conducted according to a law of this character be termed “acceptable”? 

That said, Iin theMongolia’s June 1996 parliamentary elections, the electoral system was, 

however, replaced by an ordinary first-past-the-post system. 

 In connection with Kenya’s presidential, parliamentary, and localgeneral elections in 

December 1992 , led observers to question many elements of the electoral process could be 

questioned.16 On the one hand, tThere was a lot of evidence that President Daniel arap Moi and 

his Kenya African National Union (KANU) Pparty directly and indirectly overstepped the 

markinterfered with the electoral process and results,. This was in spite of  while, on the other 

hand, recent progress made toward a more democratic development appeared to be progressing 

governmentwhich both improved the situation as polling day approached and had as a result that 

polling day went relatively well all things considered. The poor election results of the opposition 

parties were to a largely extent due to their own uncooperative behaviour and not merely to the 

various tricks of the KANU, the chairman of the Electoral Commission, and others. How should 

this be assessed in relation to the concept of “free and fair”?17 To what extent can some small 

degree of progress towards democracy compensate for irregularities and misuse of existing 

rules? 

 In connection with Eritrea’s referendum on independence in April 1993, iIt was clear, on 

the one hand, that the organizational planning and implementation of the Eritrea’s referendum on 

independence in April 1993referendum was carried out in a convincing and impressive manner. 

On the other hand, but there was still one-sidednessobvious bias in the public debate, in t he 

campaign posters, and even as regards the ballot boxes’ presentation. TheSome ballot boxes 
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were made itself was of high- quality materials and sometimes decorated with candles and 

flowers, almost looking like an altar. In a corner one might, however, find anotherOther ballot 

boxes, which looked more like a cheap dustbins where the unused ballots were to be placed 

(since the voters were given two separate ballot papers, one for each of the two alternatives). 

Voters could in several cases easily see that this dustbin ballot box was where the votes in favour 

of the unpopular continuation of a connection with Ethiopia were to be putsubmitted, not in the 

proper ballot box. This reflected the fact that how uninformed electors were about the political 

and substantial content of the “No” alternative.18 It had not been discussed or presented to the 

electorsthem as a realistic possibility.18 How should this be assessed in relation to the concept of 

“free and fair?” Was it “acceptable”—or reasonable—that the political debate was so one-sided? 

 In connection with the Uganda’sn elections for the Constituent Assembly elections in 

March 1994, it was decided that political parties—which are associated with the country’s 

bloody tribal clashes —shouldwould not be allowed to stand for election., On the other 

hand,while individual candidates were given carte blanche,. a decision whichThis provoked 

discontent among several parties.  

In Uganda huge efforts had been made to register all the electors, but in vain. The idea 

was to complete the election in one day and count the votes before dark. Registering all qualified 

voters did not happen as planned. The electors were therefore distributed among polling stations 

of no more than 600 electors, but for technical reasons the electoral registers were not published,. 

and cConsequently, the electors did not know to which polling station they belonged. This 

resulted in a good deal ofmuch confusion on polling day. Does the exclucsion of problematic or 

corrupt political parties from the election process mean that elections cannot be “free and fair?” 
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And do technical problems with the voter register necessarily imply that an election is 

unacceptable? 

 In connection withWe would be remiss not to mention the general elections for 

parliament and the regional assemblies in South Africa in April 1994, where a lot of efforts were 

made, on the one hand, to make all electors and parties participate in the democratization and 

reconciliation process; it was the first election in South Africa to allow voters of all races to 

participate in the election,  while, on the other hand,effectively marking the end to apartheid. 

However, it was still difficult to ensure equal conditions to all political opinions and all social 

groups in society in this heterogeneous racially and culturally diverse country. There were plenty 

of administrative and procedureal problems, too. How should the dual character of this particular 

election be assessed in relation to the concept of “free and fair?” Was the Independent Electoral 

Commission (IEC) itself the right institution to issue this verdict? 

 In connection with tThe two parliamentary by-local elections in Tanzania in October 

1994 was quite disappointing compared to previous local elections because only about half the 

electors were registered, which was quite disappointing compared to previous local elections to 

vote. On the other handThat said, candidates from other parties other than the autocratic Chama 

Cha Mapinduzi (CCM) party were nominated,; and some of them were actually elected. It was 

the first multiparty election in Tanzania’s history. However, the total election result was not 

published, so it was almost impossible to know to what extent the opposition had succeeded in 

wresting seats in the local councils from the CCM, andor to know how strong the opposition 

parties were on a national basis. Although Iit is difficult to declare such an election as “free and 

fair,” but could it not passbe declared as “acceptable?” 
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 The lesson to be drawn from these and other cases is that even though it isdespite the 

difficulty—or perhaps even impossibileity—toof giveing specific and precise guidelines for the 

practical application of thefree and fair election criteria presented above and the practical 

assessment of the actual institutions and procedures in individual countries, it is, nevertheless, 

still possible to distinguish between some main analytical categories. 

  

[final section of original paper omitted] 
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Table 1. Checklist for Election Assessment 

Time Period “Elements of Free” Elections “Elements of Fair” Elections 

Before polling day Freedom of movement for 

candidates, media, voters, and 

others 

Transparent electoral process 

 Free speech of candidates, media, 

voters, others 

Election act and electoral system 

which grant no special privileges 

to political party or social group 

 Freedom of assembly No impediment to inclusion in 

electoral register 

 Freedom of association Establishment of independent and 

impartial election commission 

 Freedom from fear in connection 

with the election and electoral 

campaign 

Impartial treatment of candidates 

by police, army, and law courts 

 No impediments to standing for 

election for political parties and 

independent candidates) 

Equal opportunities for political 

parties and independent candidates 

to stand for election 

 Equal and universal suffriage Impartial voter education programs 

  Orderly election campaign, 

observance of conduct code 

  Equally access to publically 

controlled media 

  Impartial allotment of public funds 

to political parties if relevant 

  No misuse of government facilities 

for campaign purposes 

On polling day Opportunity to participate in 

election 

Access to all polling stations for 

representatives of political parties, 

accredited local and international 

election observers and media 

  Secrecy of the ballot 

  No voter intimidation 

  Effectively design ballot papers 

  Proper ballot boxes 

  Impartial assistance to voters if 

necessary 

  Proper counting procedures 

  Proper treatments of void papers 

  Proper precautionary measures 

when transporting electoral 

materials 

  Impartial protection of polling 

stations 
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After polling day Legal possibilities of complaint Official and expeditious 

announcement of results 

  Impartial treatment of complaint 

  Impartial reports on results by 

media 

  Acceptance of election results by 

everyone 

 

 


