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Managing Peaceful Elections in West Africa 
 

 

Chairperson, Colleagues Election Administrators, distinguished participants, ladies 

and gentlemen  

 

Let me thank WANEP for organising the event and creating this wonderful 

opportunity for exchange of ideas and perspectives on this very topical subject. 

  

I am honoured to have been asked to give a presentation on “Managing Peaceful 

Elections in West Africa”. 

 

Two or three decades ago, elections were considered to be national events in which 

countries select their leaders. Today however, elections are global events on the 

platform of the print and electronic media. 

 

It is the democratic right of all citizens to participate in government and to take part in 

the conduct of public affairs through elections that reflect the free expression of the 

will of the electorate. 

 

While the holding of democratic elections is a sine qua non for a country to be 

considered as a democracy, the conduct of an election should be assessed both within 

the framework of the country hosting the elections and the broader framework of 

international best practices. 

 

We all know that an election is a process not an event which can be divided into pre, 

and post phases. All of these phases must be properly planned and managed if the 

outcome is to be successful and credible.  

 

The entire process must be owned by the people of the host country. Therefore, all 

stakeholders, including the political parties, business communities, religious 

communities, the media, civil society and the population at large must actively play 

their part in ensuring that the principles and values of the constitution of the country 

are protected. 

 

Without any intention to re-invent the wheel, I would like to refer this meeting to the 

Praia Declaration adopted in Cape Verde on 23
rd

 May, 2011 and the Accra Principles 

of Electoral Justice launched in Accra, Ghana 15
th

 September, 2011. In my opinion 
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these documents form the blue print for any country or government in the sub-region 

which is serious about managing peaceful elections. 

 

For the management of peaceful elections there should exist a strong and credible 

management body which is well resourced and whose independence is guaranteed to 

carry out its functions efficiently and effectively. 

 

The National legal framework should provide a basis for the conduct of an electoral 

process that is in accordance with international standards and should include 

guarantees for the exercises of fundamental freedom and political rights associated 

with elections. 

 

Great attention should be given to the youth and any grievance which they might have 

should be addressed before elections to prevent their being used as perpetrators of 

crime. 

 

The importance of gender equality in all economic, political and social context must 

be recognised and appropriate measures taken to promote women participation in 

election and the election of women in public office and with political parties. 

 

The impartiality and neutrality of the security forces during elections must be ensured 

with emphasis being placed on protecting lives and properties. 

 

Freedom of expression should be guaranteed while holding the media accountable for 

biased reporting. Also, the media must be provided with adequate training in the 

reporting of elections. 

 

Political parties and candidates are definitely the key stakeholders in elections. For, 

the outcome of an election will determine whether they assume power, public office 

or form an opposition. Furthermore, the final validation of the election results is 

virtually in the hands of the political parties. If they fail to accept the results due to 

some real or perceived fraud or irregularities, then the legitimacy of the resulting 

legislature or government is threatened. Practices, such as voter intimidation, vote 

buying, ballot stuffing etc all have the potential of being destructive to the electoral 

process. 

 

Against this background, managing peaceful elections in West Africa is like 

meandering between the devil and the deep blue sea. Kindly permit me to share some 

oasis or breathing spaces that have proved helpful in the Sierra Leone scenario. 

 

In the first place no two elections are the same. Lessons learnt from one election may 

be applied to another but by and large they are different elections. 

 

Good planning before hand was identified as a major lesson in implementing the core 

and non-core electoral operational activities. It is a fact that poor (or late) planning in 

election operations (like recruitment and training of polling staff, timely procurement 

and delivery of election materials, establishment of polling stations etc.) can severely 

impinge adversely on some core electoral tasks like voter registration, voter 

education, candidate nomination. Poor planning has the potential of undermining the 
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electioneering process and the credibility of the election and the Commission in 

general. 

 

The need for effective collaboration with other Commissions dealing with democracy 

like the Political Parties’ Registration Commission (PPRC), National Commission for 

Democracy (NCD), the Human Rights Commission (HRC) was a good lesson learnt, 

as it avoided duplication and conflict of roles and responsibilities. 

 

The usefulness of the establishment of District Monitoring Committees (DMC) by the 

Political Parties’ Registration Commission (PPRC) in collaboration with NEC and 

other stakeholders to monitor political parties’ adherence to the Political Party code of 

campaign ethics cannot be over-emphasised. 

 

The availability of financial resources had tremendous impact on the timely execution 

of the Commission’s core activities. However, despite the highest interest and 

support, the Commission often found itself in dire and very stressful financial 

situation. It came out clearly that donor largesse was not only unpredictable but it was 

also compounded by red-tape, while subvention from the Government was more often 

than not delayed. 

 

Another lesson is that of capacity building, which is generally accepted as a 

continuous management and operational activity. This is because it goes without 

saying that there is need for more improvement in skills of staff in use of computers, 

timely preparation and production of procedures, operational plans and instructions to 

allow grater understanding and dissemination at district level. 

 

Electoral activities in emerging democracies are often the gateway that sparked off 

political turmoil, violence and insecurity. Emerging democracies devoid of experience 

of democratic political activities are challenged with political concepts like tolerance. 

Often the inability and incapacity of largely illiterate, uninformed masses can threaten 

well intentioned electoral activities if security apparatus and public sensitisation and 

voter education activities are not formidably enhanced, 

 

Security 

The collaboration between the Sierra Leone Police, Republic of Sierra Leone Armed 

Forces (RSLAF), Fire Force and Prisons Force under the under the umbrella of the 

office of the National Security was a positive indicator that Sierra Leoneans were 

willing to work together with the security forces and other stakeholders to achieve set 

goals and target. 

 

Stakeholders 

Also the high level of collaboration and consultations among election stakeholders 

(Political Parties and Civil Society) at all levels achieved good measure of success. 

For example, the establishment of Political Party Liaison Committee (PPLC) provided 

a regular forum for interaction between NEC and the Political Parties on issues of 

procedures and related electoral matters. It was a valuable tool for building the 

confidence among political parties, as well as a useful mechanism to reduce tension 

between parties. 
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The issuing of copies of the polling station results sheets to the political party agents 

and stakeholders was very much helpful to the political party agents and also acted as 

check mechanism on the results and the entire process. 

 

The Media 

The holding of regular press conferences was also a good lesson learned, as the 

Commission was ready to give relevant information to the general public through the 

press which made the press to feel part of the process. This helped in building good 

relationship and also in changing the perception of some of the journalists about the 

functions and integrity of the Commission. 

 

Voter Registration process followed by a Press Conference after each phase was well 

received. 

 

The holding of peace rallies in the streets nationwide by various stakeholders (like 

Artist for Peace, the Sierra Leone Female Musicians Association, Comedians), during 

which peace messages were delivered also contributed to peaceful political 

campaigning and elections.  

 

The establishment of an Independent Radio Network comprising nearly 20 

community radio stations was also a good lesson learned, as these community radio 

stations pooled their resources to educate the public and create a greater reach to the 

stakeholders. 

 

Furthermore, the observation of the elections by both national and international 

observers greatly helped the Commission to earn national and international credibility 

and confidence of Political Parties and other stakeholders. 

 

Finally the inclusive stance adopted by the National Electoral Commission (NEC) 

coupled with the political will and international support facilitated the management of 

peaceful election in Sierra Leone. The way forward is to continue to embrace good 

practices and international standards so as to prevent a regression to the bad old days 

of violent elections. 

 

Thank you for your attention. 


