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Establishing and maintaining a system of free and fair elections 

is a delicate and complex process. Although elections 

represent only a snapshot of a national political culture, they 

constitute one of the most sensitive times in the political 

life of a nation. Their conduct requires close cooperation 

between a country’s government and civil society and their 

joint nurturing of public trust. Although the typical role of 

elections observers is to assess the outcomes of elections in 

the context of how they are conducted, the actual impact of 

election observation can be much more powerful. 

Observation processes may contribute to discourage 

politically inspired violence, encourage transparency and 

lawfulness and ensure international political legitimacy. In 

this process, increasing attention is being paid to (i) the 

fairness and inclusiveness with which elections are prepared 

and organized, (ii) the actual conduct of those elections, 

and (iii) the professional and systematic nature of formal 

observation and monitoring of elections by qualified domestic 

and international observers. As more countries undertake 

elections in their transition to democracy, both local citizens 

and international organizations have become more assertive, 

more systematic, more professional, and better organized in 

insisting that those elections be free and fair.

In order to support the Electoral Commission of Namibia (ECN) 

in facilitating free and fair elections with results accepted by 

all participating parties, independent stakeholders such as 

civil society and the media will need to play an enhanced 

role during the pre-election and election period by engaging 

in observation of all aspects of the electoral process. The 

Namibia Institute for Democracy (NID) has therefore initiated 

a program to develop a broad-based, strong, long term 

domestic elections observation capacity in Namibian civil 

society and the media to ensure a transparent, fair, lawful, 

and balanced election process.  This training manual was 

therefore developed to train elections observers from civil 

society who will subsequently be engaged in examining 

electoral legislation and regulations, examining the voters’ 

roll, observing the registration and conduct of political parties 

and candidates, the selection of electoral officials and the 

training of poll volunteers. Stakeholders will be engaged early 

on and remain engaged during the entire electoral process 

leading up to the elections and beyond. 

A successfully completed electoral process that is viewed 

as free and fair by local observers, regional counterparts 

and the international community will not only contribute to 

Namibia’s socio-political progress, but will also encourage 

overall progress towards democratic consolidation in the 

Southern African region as a whole.

Theunis Keulder

Regional Director

Namibia Institute for Democracy
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INTRODUCTION



Who is the manual for?
The primary audience of this book is intended to be 

elections observers who will be selected and trained, by 

the Civil Society Elections Coalition (CSEC) as domestic  

Civil Society Elections Observers for the November 2009 

Presidential and National Assembly elections in Namibia. 

However, the book is likely to attract a greater readership 

from those who have a general interest in democracy and 

elections in particular. Readers in this latter category are 

likely to include a variety of non-governmental organizations 

and groups from civil society working in the democracy and 

human rights sector. It will also be of interest to officials from 

the Electoral Commission of Namibia and the Directorate 

of Elections, politicians, members of Parliaments, teachers 

and students. 

A set of clear principles.
The values of equality, non-discrimination, freedom, 

democracy, human rights and the rule of law, enshrined in 

the Namibian Constitution, are the starting point and frame 

of reference of this manual. These values and principles are 

not incidental to our constitutional set-up. They constitute 

the bedrock of the Republic. No wonder, the first article of 

the Namibian Bill of Rights (Article 5 of Chapter 3) places an 

unambiguous duty on the Executive, Legislature, Judiciary, 

all organs of state, juristic and natural persons, where 

applicable on them, to protect and uphold these rights, 

freedoms, principles and values. The right to participate in 

political activity, is one such right which must be respected, 

protected and fulfilled by the State and its organs. Each of 

the sections in this manual seeks to clarify these obligations 

in the context of this right. 

A set of National and International 
standards acceded to:
The Namibian Constitution and the Electoral Act (No. 24 of 

1992), are the key national legal instruments used to give 

national context and content to the right to peaceful political 

activity in this manual. These provisions are supplemented 

by the various international conventions and agreements 

the Government ratified and acceded since they form 

part of our law in terms of article 144 of the Constitution. 

The most relevant provisions of these instruments at the 

international, continental and sub-regional level have thus 

being widely quoted and drawn-upon to further clarify the 

right to peaceful political activity. 

Why observe elections?
Election observation is a valuable tool for improving the 

quality of elections. Observers help build public confidence 

in the honesty of electoral processes. Observation can 

help promote and protect the civil and political rights of 

participants in elections. It can lead to the correction of 

errors or weak practices, even while an election process is 

still under way. It can deter manipulation and fraud, or expose 

such problems if they do occur. Reports issued by observers 

can build trust in the democratic process and enhances the 

legitimacy of the governments that emerge from elections. 

Election observation by domestic groups also encourages 

civic involvement in the political process. 
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SECTION ONE
What is an election?•	

What is election observing?•	

Why Domestic Observing?•	

How do you observe?•	



What is an election?
An election is the process of actualizing representative 

democracy. It is a method of selecting representatives 

of the people to manage the affairs of the state. These 

elected representatives refl ect their individual or group 

(political parties) intentions in terms of political programs 

and philosophies. When elected, the representatives have 

the mandate of the people and that mandate becomes the 

authorization of representation. 

Elections are important in any democratic system because 

it is through elections that the formal allocation of power 

occurs. Elections give legitimacy to governments and 

democratic systems. 

Elections encourage civic participation in democratic 

governance. In deeply divided societies, elections may be 

instruments of confl ict resolution since a free and fair election 

is a refl ection of popular opinion. In addition, elections are 

important milestones in democratic transitions. 

They provide an opportunity for examining how institutions 

function and whether the tenets of good governance and 

democracy are being adhered to. Finally, elections serve 

as a means for people to have direct experience with 

pluralism and meaningful contests for power involving 

ballots rather than bullets. They are peaceful processes 

for making political choices in a democracy. An election is 

the sovereign right of the people and manipulating it is a 

violation of their sovereign right. This is what an election 

monitor and observer intend to prevent.¹

What is election observing?
Observation is the purposeful gathering of information 

regarding the elections, and the making of informed 

judgments on the conduct of such a process on the basis 

of the information collected, by persons who are not 

inherently authorized to intervene in the process and whose 

involvement should not be such as to jeopardize their main 

observation responsibilities. Observing an election can be 

divided into three phases: i.e. observing what occurs before, 

during and after the election.
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¹ Election Observation Training Manual – Election 2004, Coalition of Domestic Election Observers (CODEO), Ghana, 2004



Publicity surrounding the formation of an observation 

operation, coupled with the pre-election activities of 

observers and their presence at polling stations on Election 

Day, enhances public confidence and encourages citizens’ 

involvement in the process.

Public statements and reports issued by observing groups 

may lead to changes in policies that promote fairness in 

the election process. The presence of observers at polling 

stations may deter fraud, intimidation as well as reduce 

voting irregularities. In addition, when observers monitor 

the counting process, they provide an unbiased source for 

verifying official results.

Finally, a post-election report by an independent observation 

group also influences the positions taken by electoral 

contestants regarding the overall legitimacy of the process. A 

relatively positive assessment should encourage acceptance 

of the results by all parties. In contrast, a negative critique may 

lead to rejection of the results if the process is suspected to 

be illegitimate.
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² Ibid

³ Civil Society Coalition on Elections – The Gambia: Pooling forces to sustain democracy, Election Guide for Domestic Observers, The Gambia.

Observing the pre-election period includes all activities that 

occur before the actual day of voting. By using the provided 

legal framework and documents such as the Constitution, the 

Electoral Act and Regulations, observers monitor the media, 

membership of the electoral machinery, political party campaign/

rallies, voter education and delimitation of constituencies, etc.

Election Day observation covers all activities that occur 

on the day of actual voting: i.e. logistics, accreditation, the 

process of voting, conditions and atmosphere around the 

polling stations, electoral officials and party agents and 

their activities, counting and collation of votes; and the 

announcements/publication of results.

Observing the Post-Election period includes all activities that 

occur after the actual elections. For instance, the resolution 

of election disputes, petitions and the formation of the newly 

elected government.² 

Why Domestic Observing?
The primary purpose of an independent observation 

program is to encourage openness and enhance 

transparency in the election for the benefit of all. It also:

•	 promotes public confidence in the electoral process; 

•	 deters those who would want to engage in improper 

practices or fraudulent activities; 

•	 reduces opportunities for frivolous or misguided 

allegations of impropriety; and, 

•	 provides information which lawmakers, election officials, 

and activists can use to assess the process and plan for 

future improvements. 

These fundamental objectives are imperative even when the 

election occurs in an old, new or transitional democracy.³

The role of the election observer is more precarious in transitional 

democracies. To be sure, observers play  significant roles in 

reassuring the public about the importance of the electoral 

process and the relevance of each voter’s participation.



Accreditation of observers.
The recent amendments made by Parliament to the 

Electoral Act (No. 24 of 1992) now make provision for the 

accreditation of local observers to observe elections in Namibia. 

Accreditation of observers will be done by the ECN. In terms 

of the amendments, accredited observers will have the right 

to observe the proceedings concerning voting, the counting 

process, and the determination and announcements of results. 

Accredited observer must comply with all the lawful instructions 

of election officials (i.e. returning officer, presiding officer, polling 

officer or counting officer) including that of a member of the 

security services acting on the instruction of an election official.  

If an accredited observer contravenes or fails to comply with the 

conditions of the accreditations his/her accreditation may be 

cancelled or suspended by the Commission. 

To sum up, it is important to observe elections for the 

following reasons:

1. To increase the integrity of the election process; 

2. This in turn increases public/voter confidence in the 

process and encourages higher voter turnout and 

citizen’s involvement.

3. To deter fraud, voting irregularities, violence, and 

intimidation.

4. To verify the results.

5. To provide a basis for assessing and reporting on the 

fairness of the election.⁴

How do you observe?
Election observation is a sensitive activity in which the 

observer must be vigilant. In order to achieve this, the 

observer must keep to certain standards of operations, 

behavior and attitude. In all these, s/he measures his/her 

assessments against accepted international standards, the 

national constitution, national electoral laws and regulations 

as well as the general principles of democratic governance. 

In short, election observing is an instrument of checks and 

balances within the electoral system.

The Observer is equipped with his/her eyes, ears and sense 

of judgment. S/he watches every phase of the election; puts 

his/her ear to the ground to collect information and uses his/

her best judgment in volatile situations. Put simply, an observer 

is an election information-monger. Through information and 

documentation, s/he serves a dual purpose of analysis and 

quality control.⁵ The observer observes each phase of the 

electoral process and watches all acts and decisions and 

assesses their impact on the election outcome.

What are the fundamental principles for election 

observation?

The following pointers are regarded as the basic principles 

for electoral observation: 

• The election observer must recognize the authority and 

mandate of the electoral management body (EMB) i.e. 

the ECN;

• Election observers must be nonpartisan and neutral;

• Election observers must be comprehensive in their review 

of the election, considering all relevant circumstances;

• Election observation must be transparent;

• Election observation must be accurate.⁶
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4 Ibid
5 Ibid
6 Fact Sheet- The Basics of Elections, International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance, retrievable at www.idea.int/../other/../The-Basics-of-Election-Observation-Factsheet.pdf




