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‘Peace before Election’! ‘Elections before Peace’! These were the memorable battle cries from opposing sides between 1995-1996 in Sierra Leone in the midst of the brutal civil war that raged from 1991-2002.

Civil Society had embarked on agitation for return to a democratic form of government in the country to put an end to the military junta. A tussle ensued between the regime in power who clamoured for peace before elections, meaning that the peace processes should end before the electoral process started, and Civil Society and Women’s groups who were advocating for election before peace, in otherwords getting the military out of government first through election before focussing on ending the war and the peace process. 
My country Sierra Leone offers a unique example not only of holding elections during physical conflict, but also managing and mitigating election related conflict and violence in a post conflct setting
In my paper I would like to share experiential insights on how working with war victims in displaced camps during the eleven year rebel war has impacted on my performance as a woman heading the Electoral Management Body, The National Electoral Commission, in a post conflict setting.
In any conflict women bear the brunt either driectly or indirectly. Yet conflict can also be a source of positive change and can transform traditionally defined roles, by awakening latent potential in women which can propel them towards a gender inclusive participation in National Development.
This was exactly the situation in Sierra Leone between 1995-1996. The military junta was dragging its feet on the issue of elections. Two national consultative conferences, popularly known as Bintumani 1 and 2 were held. within a six month period. (Bintumani was the venue of the conferences) The outcome of both Consultations was a resounding support for “elections before peace”.

It was significant that both conferences were chaired by women. That was the first time ever that women participated actively as organised groups on a national platform in Sierra Leone, known as The Women’s Forum. What was more significant was the fact women followed through with that decision for elections before peace by defying soldiers and gundshots even on elections day.
As polling day drew nearer, civilians were increasingly targeted in brutal atacks aimed at maiming potential voters. The Women’s Forum called a widely reported press confrence, and there they underlined the need for political parties to address women’s issues such as illiteracy, health care, women entrepreneurship to reduce poverty, and reform of laws detrimental to women on divorce, property, marriage and inheritance. They also reaffirmed  their commitment to peace and demanded that elections go ahead as planned as they considered it to be an essential and fundamental part of the peace process.
That the ensuing elections produced a civilian government that promised to take over responsibility for the peace process, was sufficient achievement at the time. While by themselves the elections did not bring about sustainable peace immediately, they initiated the consolidation of a fragile peace settlement and so facilitated the movement from civil war to peace in the country. 
Elections enable people choose their representatives and confer legitimacy on the government thereby promoting Democracy. But Democratic elections involve competition with its inherent conflict and latent violence. So when Democratic elections are poorly managed there is the likelihood that social and other differences can boil up to become flashpoints for conflict and violence. 
As we are all aware pre conditions for credible elections include the following

Independent EMB’s

Basic Security

An Enabling legal framework

Free press

Timely resolution of electoral disputes

An effective civil society

Where one or more of the above are absent we see emerging the causes for election related conflicts:
Poorly designed or managed elections 
Lack of press freedom 

Dictatorship

Erosion of the rule of law

Human Rights abuses

Ethnicity and illiteracy

Please allow me to share with you how the impact of the trauma of war related conflict in my personal life, is one reason why as head of the Electoral Management body, I will never underestimate the potential for conflict before, during or after electoral activities. For that reason, I encourage the Commission to facilitate inclusive participation of all stakeholders during the preparatory phases for elections.
It was the month of January 1999 when rebels invaded the capital city of Freetown. There was serious fighting between them and the ECOMOG forces.

Curfew had been imposed from 3:00P.M. to 9:00A,M. and we were all indoors. The entire city was at the mercy of marauding gangs moving around setting fire to buildings, looting, raping and killing. It was between 5-6P.M. A bang on the door of our appartment accompanied by the command. “Open the door – we want the rebel that is hiding in there to come out. Everybody come out!”
The command was repeated. We were numbed and stiff. My nephew tried in vain to fumble with the keys. I reached forward and turned the lock, and out we came five of us. We were asked to line up against the wall three guns pointing at us.
“Where is the rebel hiding in there”?  

We have no rebel here we all live in this house.” I answered.

 “We will conduct a search. And if anybody is found in there you’re all dead.

Just at that moment another soldier yelled.

 “O.K” go in, and make sure you don’t habour any rebel in there” 
We couldn’t budge, rooted on the spot in shock. 
‘Get in I say, we heard the clicking sound of the cocking of a gun“
We all rushed in falling over each other in the sitting room, shocked, traumatised and not being able to fathom whether we had escaped death or not, or just a heartbeat away from death.

That was my first hand experience of what thousands of traumatised girls and women had been sharing with me as my organisation, The Forum for African Women Educationalists (FAWE) Sierra Leone Chapter, tried to detraumatise them in displaced camps throughout the country during the war period.
With this experience, and as I now head the body responsible for conducting elections in my country the adage “once bitten twice shy” comes into sharp relief for me. Peace is like a shady tree, you do not know its value until the tree is cut.
Prevention and mitigation of election related conflict and violence is a sine qua non for sustainable peace anywhere, but especially in post conflict settings.

· Electoral activities from the Boundary Delimitation and Voter Registration stages have the potential to spark of turmoil, violence and insecurity before, during or after elections. 
· Often, within the African context, the liability and incapacity of largely illiterate, uninformed masses can threaten well intentioned electoral activities if the security apparatus, public sensitisation and voter education are not comprehensively addressed.
· Political intolerance is a big challenge to party leaders and their supporters .

· Ethnicity can be triggered to rear its head as a source of conflict at elections when politicians decide to use it as a divisive tool to deliberately coerce voters to their coups.

To address these threats a high level of collaboration and consultations among election stakeholders at all levels can achieve a significant measure of success when embarked on early in the electoral process, by the EMB’s. 
Political Parties
Engagement of political parties and all stakeholders in constant dialogue is of paramount importance. Political parties and candidates must understand the significance attached to the various elected offices they wish to vie for. Parties should operate effectively within a competitive multi-party system without resorting to unhealthy rhetoric and undercurrent messages of violence. Their internal machinery especially the democratic process of selection of candidates for elections must be transparent. A regular form for interaction between the EMB and political parties on issues of procedures and related electoral matters is a valuable tool for confidence building as well as a useful mechanism to mitigate tension between and among political parties. 
Civil Society
The involvement of Civil Society in key electoral processes for thorough understanding and dissemination to the general populace is vital. Civil society groups can be encouraged to include the dissemination of basic civic education in their programmes in order to instill unbiased political awareness, in the general public.

Organised women and youth groups can handle this aspect effectively, while musicians and local artists can organise peace rallies nationwide, especially in rural communities.
National or local observers for elections come mainly from civil society groups, as well as groups who embark on Parallel Voter Tabulation. These specialised groups must undergo the necessary electoral education by collaborating with the Electoral Management Body well in advance.
The Media
The print and electronic media should be encouraged to provide a platform for national debate on issues upon which elections are conducted. They must endeavour to raise the dialogue above regional and ethnic lines. A media code of conduct for election-related activities must be subscribed to by all media houses in order to mitigate inflamatory attacks that can ignite conflict.

Holding of regular press briefings offers the EMB the opportunity to give relevant and pertinent information to the general public through media houses. This partnership makes the media feel being part of a constructive process that it would want to maintain, and build a positive relationship that is likely to be upheld.
Religious Bodies

Severally or jointly, Religious bodies can be very effective and formidable in preventing and mitigating election related conflict and violence. Their constitutents form at least 90% of the electorate who are accessible in churches, mosques or places of worship. Delivery and conveying peace messages during worship is bound to contribute positively to peaceful political campaigning and post election restraint.
Collaboration with security forces:

As the level of security required for elections depends on the political atmosphere, we have found it extremely useful to engage the National Security apparatus at a very early stage in the electoral preparatory process. Joint meetings held fortnightly with the police, and armed forces, over a twelve month period prior to the general elections, proved extremely useful and valuable. Logistical arrangements for use of vehicles to dispatch election materials was thorough and effective because of this collaboration.
Potitical Will
For the existence of a level playing field for all political actors in the electoral process Political Will goes a long way in making elections peaceful. Governments must be willing to support the existence of effective and Independent Electoral Management Bodies for this to happen. 

Today we celebrate International Women’s Day. How can women help to prevent and mitigate election related conflict and violence. 
As individuals or in groups women can:
· Create inter-party alliances to promote dialogue between parties

· Develop national partnerships and cross party support for other women

· Collaborate on cross cutting issues affecting women

· Provide accurate information to other women.
Women can influence ethnic conflict at elections through advocacy and lobbying political contestants, even their presence alone can serve to cool tensions

I thank you all for your attention and wish you a pleasant and rewarding International Women’s Day.
