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Introduction

The Zambia tripartite elections were held on the 28th of September 2006 in compliance with that country’s constitutional provisions. The Zimbabwe Election Support Network dispatched a team of five observers who observed the immediate pre and post election periods as well the polling period.  The team comprised of Denford Beremauro (ZESN secretariat), Emma Chiseya (ZESN Secretariat), Alouis Chaumba (CCJP), Rashweat Mukundu (MISA) and Edna Ncube (LRF).  The team arrived in Zambia on the 26th of September 2006 and returned on the 1st of October 2006. 

Pre-election period

Delimitation

No delimitation exercise was carried out as the election was held based on the constituency boundaries established in 2001.

Voter Registration

Zambia has a system of continuous voter registration. However a special exercise to register voters was carried out with specific target for this election. 

Legal Framework 

The elections in Zambia are administered by the Electoral Commission of Zambia which is established in terms of the country’s Constitution. It is headed by Justice Mambilima.  Its duties include:

· Meeting political parties on a regular basis to discuss all matters of concern related to the campaign and the election itself

· Ensuring that political parties do not use state resources for their campaigns

· Availing political parties with the election timetable

· Declaring election results without delay

· Ensuring that police officers act professionally 

· Ensuring that traditional leaders do not exert undue influence on their subjects to vote for a particular political party

· Procurement of ballot boxes

· Administration and management of all elections and referendums

· Conducting voter registration

· Providing voter education

The elections were conducted in accordance with the Electoral Act  (Act No. 12 of 2006). The Zambian election administration was not only characterized by openness and transparency of the entire electoral process but was also all inclusive as any Zambian who had attained the age of eighteen could vote as long as such person had registered to vote. The Zambian electoral laws do not discriminate against people of foreign descent who were born in that country. 

Nomination of candidates 

Most parties conducted primary elections to select their candidates for these elections. However the Heritage Party said that it had placed adverts in the newspapers to its members to come and contest as Members of Parliament or councilors. However there was no party that indicated that it had a deliberate policy to encourage female candidates to contest. In fact the ruling MMD said that only 16% of its candidates were female while the Heritage Party said that it did not have a specific quota for women.

All parties vetted candidates through their structures. They did not discriminate against any candidate and did not attempt to stop any of them from contesting for any position. 

Media

Both the state owned and the private media also objectively covered all political parties although it appeared that the incumbent got more airtime on national television than his rivals. Zambia has a vibrant media industry. There are several community radio stations. This therefore means that information may be disseminated through different means. 

During the period that the ZESN team was in Zambia it observed that political reports were balanced and objective. The political parties that the team met expressed satisfaction with the coverage that they received in their media.     

Campaigning

Except for the Heritage Party that had one of its rallies disrupted by the police although they had initially sanctioned it all the other parties expressed satisfaction with the campaigns. The MMD also claimed that a group of people had attempted to block the Presidential motorcade when the President was on his campaign trail. 

There were no reports of violence nor did the ZESN team witness any acts of covert or overt intimidation.  Most Zambians exercised commendable tolerance as campaign posters of political rivals could be seen juxtaposed against each other. The ZESN team witnessed a few cases in which campaign posters had been defaced or completely pulled down. 

The campaigns were generally clean without the use of hate speech. However, as the polling day drew nearer the contest grew fiercer especially between the PF candidate Michael Sata and the incumbent Levy Mwanawasa.   

Civic and voter education 

The Electoral Commission of Zambia acknowledges the role of civil society in nation building. Civil society organisations are regarded as partners who have a role to play in the political development of the country. Among the organisations that actively participated in voter education were the Foundation for Democratic Process (FODEP), the Anti-Voter Apathy Project (AVAP), the Zambia National Women Lobby Group (ZWLG). These organisations are highly regarded by both the political parties and the electorate. Such organisations have also been actively involved by the government in drafting the existing electoral legislation. 

In Zambia, civil society organisations do not only observe elections but also monitor the entire process. An observer does not interfere in the electoral process and can only refer irregularities to a monitor. While the former can only rely only on report writing as an intervention method, the latter can take meaningful corrective measures that enhance the fairness and transparency of the poll. 

Civil society also plays a significant role in voter education. This might also explain the high voter turnout and the huge interest that these elections raised among Zambians. There is no unwarranted restriction to voter education. In fact, the Zambian system is designed in a manner that encourages participation and does not seek to put in place unnecessary bottlenecks that would negatively impact on citizen participation in election matters. The Electoral Commission of Zambia also conducted voter education. 

Accreditation of election observers

Zambia does not have a policy that restricts the observation of its elections. The accreditation of foreign observers is not restricted to people from ‘friendly’ countries only. The Electoral Commission of Zambia (ECZ) handled the entire accreditation process. International and regional observers had their own accreditation centre, with the process taking less than thirty minutes. There were no charges for accrediting such observers. Election observers from the Commonwealth, the European Union, the SADC Parliamentary Forum, Electoral Institute of Southern Africa were among the many observers that witnessed the electoral process in Zambia. Some of these observer groups were not invited to observe elections the March 2005 parliamentary elections in Zimbabwe.

Ballot papers

Ballot papers for this election were printed in South Africa. All political parties were aware of this fact and the ECZ invited them to South Africa to witness the printing process. This not only boosts political parties’ confidence in the election management system but also make them develop a sense of ownership of the entire electoral process. Since openness is necessary for the holding of democratic elections there is a need for continuous and regular interaction of the election management body with all political parties. That the ECZ regularly consulted the Heritage Party, for instance, that at the end of the entire process got almost 1% of the votes, is indeed commendable. 

Polling 

Polling stations opened at 0600hrs and closed at 1800hrs. All the opening and closing procedures were adhered to at the polling stations where ZESN observers were stationed. The observers observed polling in Lusaka Province, the Copperbelt and the Central Province. 

The voting process itself was done in a transparent manner that engendered confidence not only in the contestants but also in the voters. First the voter would identify him/herself. The polling assistant (polling officer in Zimbabwe) would then shout out the details of the voter for the benefit of the party agents and monitors. The party agents, all of which are issued with free copies of the voters’ roll by the ECZ, then verified whether the voter was indeed on the roll. All the voters had their fingers marked with the indelible ink which may not be washed away by paraffin or some such obscure chemicals.

Another positive development is the fact that there are two voters’ rolls. One has the voter’s name, ID number and address while the other contains the same information and the voter’s photograph. This therefore effectively deals with the problem of impersonation as voters may not use other people’s identification cards for the purpose of voting. At the polling stations at which the ZESN observers witnessed polling all political parties were represented. 

In any election it is those small things that matter. Confidence in any election administration confidence can be lost or built by failure to execute or actually executing those tasks that might appear insignificant.  In Zambia, electoral officials took the effort to show voters who were queuing to vote that the ballot boxes were indeed empty. Presiding officers did not refuse to disclose election statistics nor were they given instructions not to disclose the same to observers, monitors and other interested stakeholders. The election was not characterized by needless secrecy. 

Counting

The openness in the Zambian electoral system does not begin and end in the voting but continues in the counting. At some counting stations members of the public were permitted to watch the verification exercise. Observers and monitors were not detained in the polling stations after counting. They were not asked to switch off their cellphones and could easily walk in and out of the counting station. 

This does not however mean that the Zambian elections were not without their own hitches. The counting process was tediously slow. Electoral officials appeared not to have received adequate training in this area. In some instances the votes could not tally and had to be recounted at the tabulation centres. Electoral officials were perhaps too relaxed in this area and there is still need to improve on this aspect. The delays caused unnecessary tension and anxiety among Zambians.

Conclusion

The Zambian tripartite elections offer an invaluable lesson, not only to Zimbabwe, but to the rest of Africa. Poorly run and bogus elections have often been a source of conflict on the continent and the manner in which the Zambian elections were run offers hope that Africa may at long last be beginning to shake off its image of being regarded as a dark continent.   

