Zambia General elections and the lessons for Zimbabwe

Having had the privilege of being an accredited observer during the just-ended Zambian tripartite elections that were held on the 28th of September 2006   one feels obliged to share his experiences with his fellow countrymen hoping that such an interaction will only result in an improved election administration culture in one’s country. 

In spite of the regrettable events that took place towards the announcement of the final results I still contend that the general administration of the Zambian elections was probably streets ahead of most African countries. 
The most striking aspect of the Zambian election administration is undoubtedly the openness and virtual transparency of the entire electoral process. Elections in Zambia are all inclusive. Any Zambian who has attained the age of eighteen may vote in any election as long as such person has registered to vote. One can imagine how I felt seeing one Mugwagwa or Mugadza in Zambia being able to vote. The Zambian electoral laws do not discriminate against people of foreign descent who were born in that country. These ‘aliens’, as we prefer to call them in Zimbabwe, have as much rights as an indigenous Chilufya who has pure Zambian blood. 

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. In fact international and regional observers had their own accreditation centre, with the process taking less than thirty minutes. Despite getting a cap, constituency maps, a pure leather folder, a pen and an accreditation card, there were no charges for accrediting such observers. As a result there were election observers from the Commonwealth, the European Union, the SADC Parliamentary Forum, Electoral Institute of Southern Africa among others. Some of these observer groups were not invited to observe elections the March 2005 parliamentary elections in Zimbabwe.

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. Elections should not be a journey into the unknown hence the 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. 

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, can then verify whether the voter is indeed on the roll. The indelible ink is indeed indelible and may not be washed away by paraffin or some such obscure chemicals.

Another plus is the fact that there are two voters’ rolls. One has the voter’s name, ID number, 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. 

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. 
The Electoral Commission of Zambia acknowledges the role of civil society in nation building. It does not view civil society as enemies of the state but treats them as partners and most importantly as Zambians who have a role to play in the political development of the country. It is therefore not surprising that organisations such as the Foundation for Democratic Process (FODEP) are highly regarded by both the political parties and the electorate. Such organisations have been actively involved by the government in drafting the existing electoral legislation. 
In Zambia, civil society organisations do not only observe elections but monitor the entire process. For the uninitiated, an observer does not interfere in the electoral process and can only refer irregularities to a monitor. Meanwhile, in Zimbabwe since the disbandment of the Electoral Supervisory Commission, there has been a void as there are no monitors to whom observers may report electoral malpractices. Observers may however report irregularities to the presiding officer but this arrangement becomes meaningless if it is the presiding officer who is involved in the electoral malpractice. Whereas in Zimbabwe the civil society is reduced to a mere spectator in the electoral process, in Zambia it is an active and welcome participant in the process. 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 on matters of national interest. 

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. 
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.      
This does not however mean that the Zambian elections were not without their own hiccups. 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.
Announcement of results was decentralized to the constituency returning officers for members of parliament while the more sensitive Presidential election results were announced in Lusaka. The announcements were beamed live on national television. Monitors, observers and party agents were allowed to ask questions. Their requests and even demands were attended to. The ECZ chairperson remained composed and did not display arrogance or condescension towards her audience. She answered every question and appeared her own ‘man’.
Whichever way one looks at the Zambian elections, it is evident that Zimbabwe has a lot to learn from our Zambian brothers.  Without trying to be chauvinistic, it is amazing that a lady, Justice Mambilima, was in charge of the entire electoral process. My only regret remains that I left Zambia without shaking her hand in acknowledgement of a job well done! 
