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On September 2, 2007, the Province of Santa Fesntirta held its provincial elections. In
addition to legislative and local government posi, the highly contested and
controversial process pitted two stalwarts for gowernorship: former Kirchner foreign
minister and Congressman Rafael Bielsa againssdbmlist candidate and former mayor
of Rosario, Hermes Binner. The stakes were higle. Sénta Fe elections were perceived as
an important gauge of popular sentiments in theke/é=ading up to the national elections
slated for October 2007; for the socialists, Sdfacould well become their first ever
gubernatorial victory.

Concerned about widespread fraud that could deaynthictory, in the run-up to the
September 2 elections, Binner and the socialistsadeled that the national government
invite the Organization of American States (OAS)otganize a full-blown international
election observation mission (MOE). However, unlikeany other countries in the
Americas, Argentina had never had an official polaf inviting international election
monitoring missions, and both Binner and the naligovernment failed to see eye to eye
on the shape that a foreign mission would take.r@fbee, the OAS did not send the
requested international mission. Ironically, thamir camp was likely unaware that Bielsa
had enjoyed a close association with the OAS af dfiimission on various OAS election
observation missions.

Nonetheless, in order to promote greater confidém¢ke electoral process, the provincial
government of Santa Fe, with encouragement froraréclectoral authorities, decided to
invite an Argentine civic organization, Democrag&&presentativa (DR), to conduct a
“citizen verification mission” (misién de verificam ciudadana). Although this was only
the second time in Argentine history that a civigamization had been formally invited by
an Argentine government to undertake such a mis&éhwas well qualified for the task.
It had conducted the first ever civic verificatiamission in the Province of San Luis just
weeks prior. A number of its members were also@eas veterans of electoral observation
with the OAS and the Carter Center. Additionalhe DR Board of Directors had convened
for this occasion two international experts asiitn advisers on all aspects of the Mission’s
deployment and strategy.

From the start, DR encountered a series of chalgndjlemmas in its efforts to conduct a
verification mission. First, the civic organizatiosaceived its formal invitation from the
provincial government barely two weeks prior tocétn-day. This did not give it
sufficient time to do a proper pre-election obseorg in a context in which allegations
abounded about irregularities in favor of Bield& pro-Kirchner candidate. DR was thus
obliged to weigh the costs and benefits of undertalan incomplete verification mission.
It decided to pursue the mission in the interesaafancing the important precedent of
domestic election observation by civil society greun Argentina, with the obvious



disclaimer that its ability to verify the electipnocess was restricted solely to election-day
proceedings and its immediate aftermath.

However, the most serious dilemma arose as itsteara was en route from Buenos Aires
to deployment in Santa Fe. They learned that Biamer his supporters had made public a
series of serious accusations against the DR atifin Mission. The Mission was accused
of aiding the incumbent government of Santa Fesralleged efforts to rig the elections in
favor of Bielsa. Alluding to a recent national sdéahwhere money had allegedly been
flown into Argentina from the Chavez governmentsimpport of Cristina Fernandez de
Kirchner's presidential campaign, socialist spoleegppe suggested to the press that the
Mission’s international advisers, having previoustgrved as election observers in
Venezuela, were somehow linked to Chavez. Repegfteds by the Chief of Mission to
meet with the Binner campaign to explain the naand objectives of the Mission were
rejected.

Consequently, DR found itself potentially contriimgt unwillingly to electoral controversy,
where its most important mission objective was #&phfoster voter confidence in the
elections. It faced the tough decision whether tmtioue its mission, shrouded in
controversy, or to withdraw. Its dilemma was compied by the fact that in accepting the
mission it had also signed a legal agreement \mgttprovincial government.

A sector of the Mission’s core team argued thaecibje conditions to conduct an effective
observation mission were lacking. In their viewyds not possible to observe an electoral
process against the active opposition of one ohtagr political actors. Since any public
pronouncement by the Mission was likely to provakkeated response by Binner's camp
(thus causing even greater controversy), this wsinaeffectively precluded the Mission
fulfilling one of its basic functions, namely keegithe public informed about its tasks and
findings. By putting the Mission under the constdmeat of having its motives questioned
whenever it made public statements, the Binner eggnpeffectively put a gag on the
Mission. Under these circumstances, they arguddileaMission should withdraw.

Supporters of keeping the Mission in the field &djthat in spite of Binner's opposition to
the DR Mission, it was still able to fulfill its s&c mandate. They also pointed out that the
Mission had a binding legal agreement with the &&® government. Even more so than
San Luis, this was also an important precedentingl mission for Argentina’s civic
movement.

After much deliberation, its leaders decided totewe the Mission, albeit at a high cost in
terms of its public and media relations. Whereas Nhission’s initial plan had included
demonstrating publicly the utility of domestic diwociety-led election observations, the
aforementioned situation obliged its leaders teraltastically its public profile from high
to very low. While running the Mission as planniésl, members would henceforth conduct
their tasks quietly, avoiding contact with the gregienever possible.

The DR learned some valuable lessons in Santa &ecthuld be of interest to civic
organizations performing similar tasks in the Hegyhieye. First, electoral verification
missions optimally should be explicitly endorsed aoly by the host government but also



by all major political actors involved in the elel process prior to launching an
observation mission. Without such an endorseméetMission could not contribute to a
climate of voter trust but instead could exacerlgadisting controversy and mistrust. This
requirement should be explicitly included in thegde agreement signed with the
government.

Second, legal agreements with the government stegdlicitly recognize the autonomy of
the civic organization’s election mission in terwispublic statements, circulation of its
findings, and publication of its final report. Arfoal government invitation to verify an
electoral process can be a double-edged sword.eWhiprerequisite for conducting a
domestic electoral observation, as demonstrat&hnta Fe, such an invitation can also be
a liability for the observing civic organization @ncontroversial, polarized context.

Third, civic organizations must be prepared in Wast case to abandon their mission,
should they find that their presence in an elettpracess could be counterproductive. If
possible, such an escape clause should be inctedonato the legal text of missions
negotiated with government or electoral authorities

Fourth, civic organizations must develop criter@ faccepting official invitations to
organize election observation missions. Optimalhg invitation should come months in
advance of election-day in order to provide a cahpnsive assessment of the electoral
process. Getting on the ground early is especiallyortant in cases of controversial or
polarized electoral processes.

Finally, it is wise for civic organizations engagedelection observation to pay constant
attention to the perceptions that key election edtalders, including election authorities,
governments, candidates, parties, and the media bdlathem and their mission. As DR
learned the hard way, these stakeholders may hateeests that run counter to the
mission’s objectives and that may include disciedithe civic organization.

In the end, DR ran a successful mission, deployiBigyolunteer observers throughout all
the provincial territory. Thanks to its close manihg of the electoral process, it was able
to determine that no significant irregularities meed on election-day. Indeed, after having
seriously questioned the integrity of the elect@ralcess, Binner won the governorship by
a landslide: 48.71 percent of the vote versus Biglwlly of 38.78%.

Democracia Representativa survived its ordeal fgy the wiser for the experience. How it
handled these dilemmas and the lessons it leam#tiprocess are no doubt of relevance
to all civic organizations in the region engagechational election observation. May these
lessons help them, should they encounter similallaiges in their future domestic
monitoring efforts.
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