Thank you Andrew.

It is a pleasure to be attending the GEO conference and an honor to have the opportunity to address you all this morning. 

My job as Director of the Commission is to ensure that the inputs of stakeholders around the world reach the Commission. 

Over the next fifteen minutes I will describe the work of the newly created Global Commission on Elections, Democracy, and Security and hopefully start a dialogue between you and the Commission about what you see as the chief challenges to the integrity of elections and international electoral assistance.  

Before I talk about challenges, however, I want to address the scope of the Commission. Surely, some of you who listened to President Zedillo’s talk on Monday are thinking, elections, democracy, security, human rights, and development:  ‘what is the Commission not going to address?’ Some of you will rightly note that your job is to plan and hold credible elections, professionally run. Whether those elections produce self-sustaining democracy, or peace, or rule of law, or development are not and cannot possibly be your mandates.

Let me assure you that the Commission will anchor its work to what it takes to hold elections with integrity.  Credible elections are partly a technical matter, but that is not the Commission’s comparative advantage. It cannot hope to know your field better than you.  But I think we would all agree that the preparation for, the holding of and the reaction to elections are all deeply political, and that is where the Commission can help. 

By drawing the linkages between credible elections and public goods such as democracy, security, development and the rule of law, the Commission hopes to persuade national leaders that short term expediency in matters of elections often exacts a frightening cost to larger things that they value.  And the Commission hopes to go beyond vague pronouncements about ‘lack of political will,’ to really target the incentives and disincentives that motivate leaders when it comes to elections.

As you know the Commission met in South Africa this past weekend to begin to set its agenda for the next eighteen months.  The commission agreed to examine a host of different challenges to the integrity of election and the integrity of electoral assistance.

The commission is mindful that in the report that it delivers next year, it must avoid vague, general recommendations. Simple declarations that we must all do better, we all must care, we all must do what is right, will not wash away the stain of corrupt or flawed elections. 

For its work to have impact, its recommendations must address specific challenges, and it must show that it understands the weight of context. Best practice in one context may not be best practice in another context.  The credibility of the commission’s work rests on its understanding of specific challenges in specific contexts.

As a first cut at the issues, the Commission agreed to look at 8 challenges at the national level. Let me briefly say something about each of these challenges, with the caveat that what I have to say is the opening word not the definitive statement.

1. Elections in poor countries
Such elections pose a distinct set of challenges. Almost all have weak states with little capacity to regulate society.  When there are few economic opportunities outside the state, elections can become perceived as part of a zero-sum struggle over resources.  Poor countries are much more vulnerable to political and electoral violence than their richer counterparts.

2. Elections in countries emerging from civil war
Such elections bring distinct national tensions and conflicting incentives for international actors, who may speak the rhetoric of democracy while simply looking to provide the country with a single opportunity to decide who shall rule. When elections are held in a deeply polarized and unstable political environment, when the political stakes are high and the threat of violence looms, national and international actors have incentives to take short cuts, allow or ignore irregularities, or fail to take appropriate corrective action, with severe consequences for democracy and security.

3. Elections in ethnically divided societies
Ethnically divided societies pose several distinct problems. How does one insure that the election is simply not a census? How does one protect minorities while honoring the preferences of the majority? How does one allow room for fluidity and change in ethnic identification? How do EMBs win the confidence across ethnic divides?

4. Democratizing elections in authoritarian countries
Such elections are high-profile, high stakes events because they promise major changes in the balance of political power and relations among different social groups. Faced with losing power at the ballot box, authoritarian incumbents may choose violence, fraud, and intimidation to stifle democratic change. And when elections do replace long-standing autocrats, negotiation, compromise, and new styles of governance are quickly put to the test, with implications for whether democracy survives to the next elections. 

5. Elections in recently consolidated democracies
Young democracies are currently facing new challenges such as endemic corruption, biased media and illegal money (sometimes from criminal or drug gangs).

6. Elections in developed democracies
Perhaps the greatest challenge to the integrity of elections in the democracies of Europe and North America is complacency.  Professional election experts have often noted that elections in many developed countries fall short of the electoral best practices that are recommended to new electoral democracies. Nowhere is this more in evidence than in election finance. Yet perhaps because flawed electoral practices in developed countries do not produce the systemic consequences that they do in poor, new democracies, or because elections in developed countries rarely experience blatant stealing, citizens ignore threats to electoral integrity that may, through gradual accumulation and the rise of new technologies, seriously distort the quality of their democracy.

7. Violence and elections
In some countries, elections are actually a harbinger of violence and can be events that provoke fear for safety and security.  For example in Zimbabwe in 2006, Robert Mugabe and ZANU PF brazenly used physical violence, including murder to intimidate the opposition from contesting a second round run-off election. Currently, both political opposition and civil society in Zimbabwe fear that if an election is held this year Mugabe will use the same tactic to cower opposition and escape from the power sharing agreement that ended the 2006 stand off. What can be done to prevent election violence and how should international actors respond in the event of violence?

8. Finally, at the national level, the commission wants to look at one challenge common to all democracies: the relationship between elections and the quality of representation for women.

The Commission also has identified several challenges at the international level, that go to the heart of evaluating how effective international election assistance is, its larger relationship to democracy promotion, development and security. 

When we turn to the integrity of international electoral assistance, the Commission plans to look at three baskets of challenges.

The first pertains to how international and regional organizations, donors, and member-states engage politically with troubled and flawed elections. 

In particular, the Commission will ask several questions:

1. What can be done to place the issue of preventing and responding to electoral violence at the forefront of international conflict management?

2. How should the international community act when the integrity of the electoral process is under serious threat? 

3. Are there minimum credibility conditions related to human rights that should be in place before providing support to an electoral process? 

4. Are there cases that international actors should avoid and not assist?

5. How should spoilers to election results be dealt with?

The second basket of challenges concerns the technical and development effectiveness of international electoral assistance. In particular, the Commission seeks to investigate the relationship between international assistance and the building of national institutions and local professional capacity.

In particular, the Commission seeks answers to the following questions, 

1. Are programs to build local capacity succeeding? 

2. When should international assistance to elections end? 

3. Are donors prioritizing expenditures wisely between electoral support, democracy promotion, and good governance? 

The third basket of challenges concerns the role of international election monitoring and observation. Here the Commission seeks to evaluate how effective international monitoring is and how it can be strengthened. 

To Conclude, what do we hope will result from the Commission and its report?

Given the political stature of the Commission, we hope that it will help 1.) generate national and international commitment throughout the election cycle to raise the costs for those who seek to rig and steal elections, and to insure that when elections take place, the potential for abuse and violence are lessened;  2.) strengthen national and international commitment towards the professional conduct of elections and the development of national capacity to organize, manage, and adjudicate elections and; 3.) build international consensus to stand firm in cases where parties try to steal elections, or extort power-sharing in the aftermath of losing.

