JEMB Final Report - Afghan Elections 2005

Executive Summary

The achievement of the presidential election on 9 October 2004 and the appointment of a new cabinet brought new momentum to the Afghan peace process. It was vital for Afghanistan and the international community to take full advantage of this opportunity, to move the agenda of the Bonn Agreement forward and hold the first National Assembly and local elections in over thirty years. 

The Joint Electoral Management Body (JEMB), the joint Afghan-UN body mandated by presidential decree to manage and administer the Afghan elections, set the date for the Wolesi Jirga and Provincial Council elections for 18 September 2005. The United Nations Office for Project Services (UNOPS) was designated as the primary implementing agency for the operation, while the United Nations Development Program (UNDP) supported the operation with resource mobilization and funds management. The United Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA) provided political support. An agreement was signed between UNOPS and United Nations Volunteers (UNV), which facilitated the latter’s provision of a large number of staff to the elections project, in particular training and public outreach staff. 

The administration of the 2005 elections was a complex task. Complications related to the electoral system were compounded by an ambitious timeline. Thirty-four constituencies elected members to two institutions, and a nationwide nomad constituency elected representatives to the Wolesi Jirga; this necessitated a new legal framework for the elections and an entirely new set of electoral regulations and procedures. The JEMB and its Secretariat (JEMBS) faced logistical challenges greater than those encountered during the presidential election of 2004. An enormous volume and weight of materials had to be distributed quickly across a vast geographic area using only the country’s limited infrastructure, and against persisting security issues. 

Operational Set-up

By the end of February 2005, the Chief Electoral Officer and senior electoral management had arrived in Kabul. By the end of April, the establishment and staffing of the JEMBS headquarters in Kabul, eight regional offices and 34 provincial offices were nearly complete. At its peak, the Secretariat was staffed by 541 internationals and 179,384 nationals. Nearly five percent of the JEMB staff (8,632) was recruited from the disabled community. The elections were implemented through a regional structure managed directly from Kabul and executed at the provincial level by both national and international staff. The election operation at the local level was implemented by nationals alone. The JEMB and its Secretariat were co-located on the same compound in Kabul to ensure maximum collaboration and support. 

To ensure timely elections, the JEMB and its Secretariat assisted in revising the Electoral Law for approval by the president and his cabinet. The new Electoral Law formed the cornerstone of the election operation and provided mechanisms necessary to implement the process in the abbreviated timeframe. Significant amendments to the Law included a revised candidate nomination process, the allocation of Provincial Council seats to women and the provision for an independent electoral complaints commission. 

Candidate Nomination and Ballot Production

The first major challenge for the JEMB was to execute the candidate nomination process. This phase of the operation took place over the course of one month in May, during which 6,103 Afghan men and women presented their candidacies by filing nomination papers in the JEMB provincial offices. The Electoral Complaints Commission (ECC), the independent body established under Article 52 of the Electoral Law to adjudicate complaints concerning the electoral process, reviewed all nominations to determine the candidates’ eligibility. Seventeen candidates were excluded from standing as a result of challenges: 11 for having links to illegal armed groups, five for having insufficient valid signatures to support their candidacies and one for holding a prohibited public office. 

Following all withdrawals and disqualifications, 5,800 candidates remained on the candidate lists, including 582 women. A ballot lottery was held in Kabul to determine the order of the candidates’ names on the ballots. The large number of candidates necessitated custom-designed ballots in a ‘newspaper’ format, which included the candidates’ photographs, names and unique symbols that were allocated to candidates during candidate nomination. Many provinces saw hundreds of candidates running for office, with four of the 69 electoral races necessitating a seven-page ballot. 

Given the lack of a reliable voter registry and voters’ lists allocating voters to polling locations, it was not possible to accurately estimate the voter turnout, either overall or in specific locations. Consequently, to ensure adequate resources were in place, the JEMB authorised the production of 40 million ballots across the 69 different elections; this assured that no individual polling location would run out of ballots even if a significantly higher number of voters than estimated would turn up on polling day. The ballots were printed in the United Kingdom, Austria and Germany, after undergoing a strict quality-control process.

Voter Registration

A comprehensive voter registration exercise was conducted prior to the 2004 presidential election, during which approximately 11 million Afghans registered to vote. Prior to this year’s elections, a limited period of voter registration was implemented to update the registry with those Afghans who had returned to Afghanistan since the last registration period, those that had turned eighteen since the last registration, those living in areas where insufficient registration facilities had previously been provided and those who needed to update or correct the information on their voter registration cards. This voter registry update took place over the course of one month in June and July. In support of the registration process, the Secretariat assessed and identified 1,052 voter registration sites; recruited, trained and monitored over 6,000 registration staff; undertook an extensive public outreach campaign and developed and implemented a detailed security plan. 

By the completion of this year’s registration process, 1.7 million Afghans had visited registration facilities to obtain new cards or correct existing ones. Women accounted for 44 percent of the new registrants, although it is accepted that there was some proxy registration, particularly in the South and Southeast.

The multiple registration encountered in 2004 continued to some extent in 2005, largely because no reliable personal documentation was available and no biometric comparison technology used. It is impossible to estimate the extent of this problem, and therefore the actual size of the registered electorate cannot be accurately determined. The absence of a reliable voter registry and the resulting absence of an exact voter list for each polling station was one of the most significant weaknesses of the electoral process, seriously affecting the accuracy of logistical planning and the election administration’s ability to protect against electoral fraud.   

Election Day 

Throughout the summer, public outreach activities continued to explain the electoral process and encourage Afghans to participate. In addition to the consistent broadcast of messages nationwide by all the traditional means of mass communication, over 9.5 million Afghans were reached in face-to-face activities by 1,872 civic educators throughout the country. A total of 825 small grants were provided to communities to help strengthen civil society through events that included civic education activities. Voters were also encouraged to dial a toll-free telephone number to reach operators at the Voter Information Centre, which fielded nearly 110,000 phone calls related to the elections. To promote transparency and ensure that all stakeholders were fully informed and involved in the process, the JEMB and JEMBS met regularly with political parties, candidates, the media and observers. 

The JEMBS provided detailed and thorough logistical and staff support in preparation for Election Day. Materials were successfully procured and distributed to 26,248 polling stations in 6,260 locations nationwide. To ensure the safety and security of both staff as well as sensitive election materials, detailed security, logistical and contingency plans were integrated into every phase of the process. These were developed in coordination with the Afghan National Army, the Afghan National Police, Afghan intelligence organizations and the International Military Forces. In preparation for polling, over 160,000 polling station officials and around 60,000 security officials were recruited, trained and deployed across the country.

The Media Commission, established by the JEMB in accordance with Article 51 of the Electoral Law, monitored the media’s coverage of the electoral campaign. It also addressed complaints alleging breaches of the Mass Media Code of Conduct and implemented the Sponsored Advertisement Program. This program, the largest of its kind ever implemented, provided each candidate with equitable access to the media throughout the official campaign period. Of the 5,800 candidates, 3,300 of them (78 percent of all female candidates and 67 percent of all male candidates) broadcast campaign messages through the program. This program had the additional advantage of blocking all available airtime, effectively preventing the candidates from attempting to circumvent the media regulation by buying the airways. 

The JEMB accredited over 240,000 national and international stakeholders (observers, political party and candidate agents and media representatives) to monitor the elections, with accreditation offered in all JEMB provincial offices. This ensured additional transparency to the process and allowed candidates representation in the polling stations. However, the large numbers of candidate agents and the fact that many displayed a poor understanding of their role proved problematic in some areas. 

Election Day proceeded calmly, as approximately 6.4 million Afghans voted across the country. The number of security incidents or attacks on polling centres was minimal; the isolated incidents that occurred were minor and did not significantly impact the polling process, a relief in an environment in which significant security incidents had been a strong possibility. 

Although the turnout (51.5 percent of the total number of registration card issued) was lower than it was for last year’s presidential election, the JEMB feels that it was satisfactory. Turnout was higher this year in seven provinces (including Nuristan, where the turnout nearly doubled) and among the Kuchi population, which is likely due to the higher number and better geographic spread of polling stations—across Afghanistan, there were around 30 percent more polling stations established this year than for last year’s elections. The turnout was lower in all major urban areas throughout the country, including Kabul, and throughout the Southern region. A number of factors could have contributed to this, including the requirement this year that voters only vote in the province identified on their registration cards, the large number of candidates standing for office, widespread reports of voter intimidation by candidates and their agents and persisting security issues. 

Counting

The counting of nearly 13 million ballots began the day after Election Day. Thirty-four count centres were set up in 32 provinces, and over 10,000 staff recruited and trained for the count. Data entry clerks were trained and deployed to the count centres to set up the necessary infrastructure to keep track of the ballot boxes and provide results. The counting took place over three weeks; more time was required than originally projected to audit the results. As soon as this audit process was complete for each province, provisional results were declared by the JEMB and posted on the JEMB website. Once the provisional results for a province were announced, a five-day complaints period commenced during which the results could be challenged. Only after these complaints and any other complaint that could affect the results had been adjudicated and any necessary remedial actions implemented did the JEMB certify the final results.

The JEMB established rigorous quarantine and audit procedures in the count centres to detect attempts at fraud. These measures included careful material inspection and interviews with electoral staff and observers. However, in a number of provinces, these procedures were not implemented systematically during the initial stage of the intake. This compounded the problems of reported polling irregularities and damaged the credibility of the process in some provinces. Of the 5,060 losing candidates, and the overwhelming number of agents in the count centres, many were quick to blame losses on electoral fraud. Although the vast majority of complaints were unsubstantiated, allegations were given credibility by the fact that there had been some level of fraud on Election Day, and also by isolated instances of fraud in the count centres. 

The JEMB took strong measures against detected fraud, including the exclusion of ballots from the count. In total, ballots from 703 polling stations and 74 additional ballot boxes were excluded from the count because of indications of fraud. Electoral staff implicated in irregularities were dismissed immediately, were reported to the Afghan authorities and will not work for the Afghan election administration again. These measures sent a clear message that fraud is unacceptable and will be acted against in Afghan electoral processes. 

However, it should be noted that while there was certainly some level of fraud, investigations by the JEMB show clearly that electoral irregularities were less widespread than claimed by some stakeholders. It should also be noted that fraud is a common but unfortunate feature in many elections, particularly those held in post-conflict and developing countries, where democratic traditions are still being established. The irregularities observed during the 2005 process are comparable to those of other developing democracies, and Afghanistan should be judged accordingly, thus affording the country time to make incremental steps toward better standards while still recognizing the shortcomings.

The counting operation proved to be the most significant challenge of the entire election operation, not just because of the problems experienced with fraud and the allegations and perception of fraud, but also because the JEMB had to make significant operational adjustments during the count to achieve the objectives within a reasonable timeframe. While the count was finalised in an acceptable manner, significant obstacles during the process led to a slight delay in the original projected timeline for the provisional and final results. 

Meshrano Jirga Elections

Once the JEMB certified the results, the Provincial Councils convened and commenced their work. One of their first significant tasks was for each council to elect two of their members to sit in the Meshrano Jirga (upper house of the National Assembly). This indirect election process was administered by the JEMB through its field structures and implemented by Afghan electoral officials. Members of the JEMBS were present at each election, and final results were certified by the JEMB in Kabul once the ECC had dealt with any resulting complaints. The final three Meshrano Jirga elections were certified on 26 November, bringing the 2005 electoral process to a close within the projected timeline.

Post-Election Strategy

The JEMBS also supported the Post-Election Strategy Group (PESG), which was established by UNAMA and the Independent Electoral Commission (IEC) of Afghanistan with a mandate to develop and implement a comprehensive post-election strategy for Afghanistan’s electoral institution and the processes for which it will be responsible. According to the current law, the JEMB will dissolve 30 days after the inauguration of the National Assembly, at which point the IEC will become the institution responsible for Afghanistan’s elections. The IEC was inaugurated on 6 November; its transitional phase will last through the start of the next fiscal year, in March 2006, when part of its core running costs will be integrated into the national budget. The Secretariat, in consultation with key stakeholders, has supported the provision of all of the IEC’s core needs during this transitional phase, including advice on a policy and legal framework, operational concepts and budgets, national and international staffing and capacity building, offices, equipment and a communications network.

Conclusion

The 2005 elections were a milestone for Afghanistan. The Afghan people came out in their millions to elect their democratic representatives to the Wolesi Jirga and Provincial Councils. Voters participated calmly and peacefully. This is a tremendous credit to the people of Afghanistan. 

The operational achievement of the 2005 Afghan election project lies in the fact that an acceptable electoral process has been implemented in the face of significant challenges. These challenges included those related to the electoral system—69 different and complex ballots, the vast weight and volume of electoral material requiring distribution and retrieval and a large number of losing candidates—and those related to the country itself—the enormous geographic area, minimal infrastructure and continuing security issues. All these challenges were compounded by the lack of an accurate voter registry and by an abbreviated timeline, in which delays in any aspect of the operations could have led to delays in the election itself. The elections cost approximately $14US per registered voter, which compares favourably with other post-conflict elections, despite the complexities listed above
.

The JEMB believes that the results reflect the will of the voters and that the elected National Assembly members should be accepted by the Afghan people as their legitimate representatives. As in many elections, particularly in countries recently emerging from conflict, there were irregularities. These should not be overlooked, and Afghanistan should look to improve on this aspect of the process for future elections. However, the irregularities do not detract from the fact that these elections represent a significant step forward for Afghanistan. The JEMB continues to believe that the 2005 Afghan National Assembly and Provincial Council elections represent a credible and accepted electoral event.

For further information, please refer to the JEMB website (www.jemb.org), which will remain operational for reference purposes. All certified results and all JEMB decisions, regulations, procedures and reports, including the Media Commission and PESG reports are available on the website. 

� $165 million divided by a projected 12 million registered voters. This figure compares favourably with the cost of other similar electoral events that had some level of international participation and were conducted in comparable socio-economic environments: Kosovo 2000 at $37 per voter, Kosovo 2001 at $27 per voter, Nicaragua 2001 at $14 per voter, Cambodia 1993 at $45 per voter and Mozambique 2003 at $10 per voter.





