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PLANNING AND PREPARING FOR THE POLL

INTRODUCTION

Owing to the tremendous increase, since the late 1980's, in the holding of
democratic elections al over the world, renewed emphasis has been placed on electora
systems and the criteria for the holding of free and fair elections. Democracy for al its
gualifiers has come now to mean for all practical purposes - elections. Regular and
genuine elections are now considered to be the cornerstone of democracy, the qualifier
being that they must be meaningful; electing a parliament with real influence on the
formation of governments or on government policy. But despite the epic increase in
electoral activity, there are till hollow or choiceless elections in authoritarian systems
which do little to constitute parliaments that would have the power to determine central

elementsin people’slives.

Concomitant with the increase in the number of elections of a pluralistic nature is
the growing attention given by the world community lo the conditions for the holding of
these elections, and also to the electoral bodies themselves to exchange views and ideas
on the electoral process, hence the reason, under the visionary tutelage of the
Commonwealth Secretariat, we as electora practitioners are here in Cambridge, England
to do our bit in assisting each other to better understand how to sustain and strengthen
democracy through the holding of free and fair elections. The intent of this presentation
is to focus on the immediate technical requirements for administering these elections - in
aword - to deal with election management.

Trinidad and Tobago has been listed by some scholars among the category of
“established democracies’, The definition of that term is “those states with a population
of more than a quarter of a million which have held continuing free elections for over 20
years.” In fact we've gone a little further than that, our first election under universal
adult suErage having been held way back in 1946 for the election of the Legidative

Council,



The electoral system has not looked back since, with regular and genuine
elections being held in 1950, 1956 and 1961 before Independence; and since 1962 and
Independence regularly every five years or thereabouts. Trinidad and Tobago was the
first country outside the United States to adopt the use of voting machines, It was used in
three elections of 1961, 1966 and 1971. However, in 1976 under a Republican
Constitution one of the electoral reform arrangements was the reintroduction of the ballot
box together with the lowering of the voting age to 18. Thus we are possessed of along
history of election management experience,

Through no fault of our own however, (an accident of history and colonialism),
winners at elections are declared according to the First Past the Post System, considered
by some to be one of the easiest electoral processes to manage, It is simple,
uncomplicated and easy to understand both by voters and system administrators alike.
The recent worldwide movements towards democratic governance in the 1980’ s and
1990's and the search for lasting models of appropriate representative government have
stimulated a fresh evaluation of electoral systems, Except for the post- 1981 electoral
results when proportional representation was advanced to correct the perceived
distortions of that year's elections’ results, Trinidad and Tobago seems for the time being
to be firmly wedded to its mgoritarian First Past the Post System. However, in today’s
world, things could change with alarming rapidity. While the criteria that would enable
the holding of Bee and fair elections would reside to a large extent on an independent,
impartial and competent Election Commission, due cognizance must be paid to a
relatively stable political environment which is necessary to engender trust and make free
and fair elections possible.

From the standpoint of ourselves as election administrators, the basic challenge is
to establish and make functional a large scale organization that mis very smoothly in a
very tight timeframe and in an atmosphere that is politically charged especially in the run
up to elections.



The main goal of the election administration must be the delivery of election services to
the electorate that is perceived to be free and fair to them. It therefore has to undertake
its functions in an impartial and efficient manner. it is the business of those in charge of
the administration to get the organization and conduct of an election right the first time.
Not to do so will put at risk the public perception of the competence, and even the
impartiality of those who administer the election machinery.

In Trinidad and Tobago, from the election administrators standpoint, our election
process, organization and management have three major components. Like the three legs
of astool it comprises of the overall ELECTION MANAGEMENT PLAN (election
m), the ELECTION SCHEDULE made specifically for each election (whether
parliamentary, local election or bye-election), with its time frames, and finally the
ELECTION MANAGEMENT TEAM (Assignments and Responsibilities) for practical
implementation.

ELECTION MANAGEMENT PLAN

The Election Management Plan is an outline of the nine (9) basic steps that the
Elections and Boundaries Commission of Trinidad and Tobago has designed to conduct
each and every election. Each step isvital and has an inextricable link with our legal
instruments. The Constitution of Trinidad and Tobago, the Representation of the People
Act (our electoral act), the Municipal Corporations Act, and our Elections and
Boundaries Commission (Local Government) Act, All of this is well served and
implemented through the Commission’s organizational structure, Appendix D shows a
specimen of the Elections and Boundaries Commission’s organizationa structure



Comipilation of Voters List ~ The first step for us is the compilation of the

Voters List. Asthe Commission has a system of permanent personal registration, in
effect continuous registration through offices set up around the country, the processis a
dynamic one with electors being updated, transferred, removed and added to the voters
list al year round. An annual list is published on the 1% July of each year, which list is at
the time of an election termed the preliminary list, and there is a standard procedure in
place for updating it for the pending election. A specific period is allocated to the
revision of that list, (called a period of electoral registration), and members of the public
are exhorted to examine the list which is placed at published locations in all polling
divisions and take the necessary steps to update their registration. To vote one must be
registered; evidence of this fact being either your name appearing on the revised list of
electors or your registration record card in the unit register. The Commission also issues
an identification card to each registrant, The identification card simply assists with easy
identification of the elector at the polling station but is not absolutely necessary for the
elector to be able to vote. Although the list is revised and updated for the election in this
special period of electoral registration, the law makes provisions for errors and omissions
in the compilation of the revised list to be corrected by the Commission and provides
further opportunity for the intervention of electorsin order to ensure that the list is
properly constituted, This entire process must be monitored by political party scrutineers
and coordinated throughout the organization. The establishment and stationing of an
adequate number of registration centres in every electora district with the necessary
additional trained staff, the publication and subsequent revision of the electoral list based
on the new information received are magjor components of the electoral process. The
final product is the electoral list that will be used at polling stations on election day,



The Nomination Exercise ~ Thisis a procedure in our electoral process that is

dependent upon the Presidential issue of writs of election to the returning officer for each
electoral district, It is however, a function (the issue of writs) that has to be coordinated
and managed by the election administration. The appointed returning officers have to be
trained and guided in the relevant procedure by the election administration. Thus, in
addition to briefing sessions manuals are issued for their awareness as well as timely
Guidance Notes (usually 6) issued at crucial junctures for their immediate attention,
guidance and as reminders, The steps for the nomination procedures are embodied in one

such note.

The Pollinn Arrangements Thisis one of the other mgjor functions that is
handled within the organization and by the appointed returning officers who according to
the Writ are legally responsible for the conduct of the poll under the coordinating efforts
of the election administration. Buildings are selected in each polling division to house
polling stations. However, in some cases owing to proximity and convenience one
building may be common to a number of polling divisions. The suitability and location is
first explored by the Commission’s registration officers; there are field officers who are
responsible for the voters list in their assigned registration areas, comprising of a given
number of polling divisions, Buildings are examined in terms of their general suitability

for use, attention being paid to accessibility, floor-space, electricity, furniture, toilet
facilities, extent and condition of grounds and general security. Every effort is made to
ensure that an acceptable level of comfort would be enjoyed by both electors and staff
aike. Recruitment of polling officials is based on the number of stations established,
this being further qualified by the number of officials per station with extra persons added
as reserves in case of need, Political party agents are accommodated in each polling
station. Their presence enhances overall transparency of the electoral process.



Training and Voter Information_ A large and costly aspect of our operations
is the training of all election officias (from returning officers to poll clerks) and the
provision of voter information. instructional manuals are prepared for Returning Officers
and staff, candidates and agents, and also for polling day staff. The staff of our
Department form part of our cadre of trainers who have in turn been trained by the
Training Unit, For a genera election (country-wide) 9,000 persons undergo a four day
training period followed by a skills evaluation before appointment to their assigned duties
and responsibilities. As a matter of fact, thisis a lega requirement.

Voter education is an ongoing aspect of our operations during the election period,
reaching saturation point in the week before election day. The voting process is
explained through the electronic media (radio and television), and various public notices
in the print media inform the public of the statutory deadlines that are a normal part of the
electoral process. The Commission has strongly recommended the inclusion of the basics
of voter education and information in the civic education/socia studies programme of
primary and secondary schools. The Elections and Boundaries Commission is of the firm
view that an informed and knowledgeable electorate and competent well trained electoral
officials are essential to the smooth running of the electoral process and, ultimately, the

attainment of the goal of free and fair elections,

Logistics Logistics in an island society may not be the massive problem that
it could be in much larger countries, In spite of our small size and shorter distances to be

covered, the process is nonetheless one that has to be closely monitored and supervised.
The Commission, owing to the fact that it has its own printing unit for the numerous
forms, notices and signs required has that aspect of its activities under its direct control.
Its Computer Section, largely responsible for the updating and printing of its electoral list
for use and sale is well equipped for that task. Printing of all ballot papersis the
responsibility according to law of the Government Primer,



A Stores Section for the packaging of election materials for distribution to Returning
Officers and presiding officers, and a warehouse from which furniture, voting screens,
ballot boxes, etc. are distributed are also under its control. The Commission solicits the
assistance of other state agencies for vehicular transport to supplement its distribution
system,

Polling Day Activities On polling day, part of the management plan wcs
the monitoring of polling stations through roving officers and the filtering up of
information gathered at preset intervals to the Returning Officers and, ultimately to the
election administration and the Commission, Hot Lines - telephone lines to the
Computer Section and available for the public - form part of a Rapid Response Unit to
assist voters to find their correct polling station and to handle any problem that may arise
at apolling station relating to the electoral list. The election administration of Trinidad
and Tobago ensures that arrangements arc in place for transporting ballot boxes to polling
stations and from polling stations after the count. The results are relayed by the returning
officer of the various electora districts to the head oflice of the election administration.
It is an unbroken tradition, that we have never left the Central Electoral Office on election
day without knowing the final result. The official results could be a little time in coming,

however.

The Commission at the end of each election insists on getting from each
Returning Officer a report on the election just concluded in his district. After election
reports are also obtained from each Presiding Officer and his team, this post-poll
appraisal is used by the Commission to determine the quality of the polling services, to
gain feedback and to make refinements to the process for future elections,

The budget is a development of the costs of each of the foregoing tasks. This is
estimated and the projected costs are submitted to the budget division of our Treasury for
the allocation in the sums provided for the Commission’s general expenditure.

Appendix A shows the Management Plan at the Elections and Boundaries Commission.



THE ELECTION SCHEDULE

This is a key component of the Election Management Plan of the Elections and
Boundaries Commission. Once given an election date, there are tasks that absolutely
must be completed within certain statutory time-frames. Our Election Schedule contain
every major task that must be completed within the election process. It establishes the
major tasks that must be carried out and the deadlines that are to be met. It is a document
which is given wide circulation within the election administration, for it is a reminder
giving the dates on which the various tasks have to be performed and by whom. The
schedule allows the election administration to have an overall awareness of where it is
during the entire period leading to the election. Appendix B shows a specimen of the
Election Schedule used in our operations.

THE ELECTION MANAGEMENT TEAM (Assignments and Responsibilities)

Thisis an assignment sheet that lists under major subheadings each task and
subtask and indicates who was delegated responsibility fir carrying them out. This
document, also of wide circulation, is the practical implementation of the management
plan by staff members of the election administration to the tasks and activities contained
in the election schedule, Officers within the organization are assigned specific
responsibilities which sometimes converge with their arcas of responsibility in the
organization outside an election period, As a management tool used by the Commission
it is checked regularly to see what is required to be done and by whom. Monitoring takes
place in weekly or when the occasion demands biweekly staff meetings and genera
progress is reported on the tasks assigned, Appendix C shows a specimen of the
ELECTION MANAGEMENT TEAM, assignments and responsibilities,




CONCLUSION

Managing an election is a highly complex task involving numerous tasks,
subtasks, scheduling and monitoring of activities. However, the most competent
administrator could expect little success in his or her mission if a sound administrative
structure for effectively managing the conduct of elections is not in place,
(Organizational plan of Elections and Boundaries Commission at Appendix D).
Organizing and training thousands of employees, procuring hundreds of individual items
in huge quantities, developing and implementing voter education plans, registering
voters, training electoral officers, developing balloting and counting procedures, or
coping with the logistical nightmares that election create, all within unforgiving time
constraints are manageria tasks that require sound administrative structures and
procedures. Missed deadline, confused or undedicated staff or a genera sense of
disorganization can severely diminish the effectiveness of the Commission in doing the
job, namely the delivery of free and fair election services. An awareness of your task
(eg. Management Plan) and a good plan (Election Schedule and Election Management)
for carrying out the task is part of good election management procedures, an integral tool
to assist in the holding of free and fair elections. PLAN don’t PANIC!



MANAGEMENT PLAN
ELECTION TASKS
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