
1. INTRODUCTIO N 

The decision o f th e Government o f Malaysia t o invit e th e 
Commonwealth Secretary-General , Chie f Emek a Anyaoku, to sen d a 
team of independent Observers to  its 1990 general elections was 
significant i n many ways not only for the Commonwealth bu t for 
the wider internationa l community . I t is important therefor e t o 
record her e th e backgroun d agains t whic h th e Secretary-Genera l 
was invited to organise and send the Observer Team. 

In the context of their review of the global situatio n an d 
the role th e Commonwealth shoul d pla y i n the 1990 s an d beyond , 
Commonwealth Heads of Government a t their 1989 Meeting i n Kuala 
Lumpur last October said in their Communique that : 

"7. Head s of Government also agreed that one area where the 
Commonwealth might usefully make a  distinctive contributio n 
is in the strengthening of democratic institutions in member 
countries. Head s o f Governmen t hav e lon g recognise d a 
commitment to democratic processes as being among the values 
they most cherish . I t was a n ethic enshrine d i n the 197 1 
Singapore Declaratio n o f Commonwealt h Principle s i n whic h 
member countrie s undertoo k 'to  promot e i n eac h o f thei r 
territories those representative institution s and guarantees 
of persona l freedo m unde r th e la w tha t ar e ou r commo n 
heritage'. I n reaffirming these principles and in reviewing 
the internationa l politica l scene , Head s o f Governmen t 
agreed with the Secretary-General's proposal that one of the 
Commonwealth's contribution s to  strengthenin g democrac y 
might be the provision of Commonwealth assistance in helping 
member countrie s t o reinforc e thei r electio n an d othe r 
constitutional processe s throug h a  facility fo r mountin g 
observer missions at the reques t of member governments, and 
in responding to such requests in other relevant ways. The y 
requested that the modalities of such a facility and related 
assistance should be examined i n greater detail by the high 
level group on future Commonwealth roles." 

It was agains t thi s background an d i n the spiri t o f thi s 
paragraph of the Communique tha t the Prime Minister of Malaysia, 
The Hon . Dat o Ser i D r Mahathi r bi n Mohamad , invite d th e 
Secretary-General t o send a n Observer Tea m t o observe th e 199 0 
elections. Ther e was broad agreemen t o n this among th e majo r 
parties which welcomed the Observer Group. 

Malaysia i s a  Federatio n o f 1 3 states , 1 1 o f whic h wer e 
concurrently engage d i n state election s fo r which th e Electio n 
Commission was also responsible but which we were not called upon 
to observe. I t would also not be inappropriate to  observe that 
our understanding wa s tha t th e question o f whether a n electio n 
has been fre e an d fai r ha s no t i n th e pas t bee n a  seriousl y 
contentious issu e in Malaysia an d that our task would be carried 
out i n an atmospher e i n which ther e wa s reasonabl e consensu s 
among th e competin g partie s o n ho w th e electio n shoul d b e 
conducted. Th e period allowe d fo r the election campaig n wa s 
short - two weeks. Thi s shor t campaig n perio d was due, it was 
explained to us, to the need fo r security precautions t o prevent 
tensions risin g an d leadin g t o violenc e a s happene d i n 1969 . 
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However, this vie w was no t universall y share d b y al l th e 
political parties, many of which complained to us that the short 
campaign period placed them at a severe disadvantage. 

This is the background to the task we were given, and for 
which we were given the following Terms of Reference: 

"The Grou p wil l observ e ever y relevan t aspec t o f th e 
organisation and conduct of the elections by the Election 
Commission in accordance with the law of Malaysia relating 
to elections. It s functions will be to ascertain i n its 
impartial judgment, whether in the context of the law, the 
elections have been free and fair. 

The Group will have no executive role; its function is not 
to supervise o r act as a Commission o f Inquir y bu t t o 
observe and to form a judgment on the freeness and fairness 
of th e elections . I t will submi t it s repor t t o th e 
Secretary-General wh o wil l mak e i t availabl e t o th e 
Government of Malaysia." 

Because of the difficulty of putting the Group together in 
view of the short time allowed for the election campaign, tw o of 
our members arrived in Kuala Lumpur on 9 October in advance of 
the whole Group. A  statement to the Press announcing its arrival 
was issued and this statement is reproduced at Annex I. Th e rest 
of us arrived on 15 October and widened the scale of operations. 
A broad conclusion was immediately transmitted to the Secretary-
General at the close of the poll on 21 October and our work was 
completed with the finalisation of our Report on 22 October. 

2. METHO D OF WORK 

On Sunday 7 October, two of our number met the Commonwealth 
Secretary-General i n London fo r briefing o n ou r work. Th e 
Secretary-General emphasise d th e importanc e an d far-reachin g 
significance of the election observation exercise and the need 
for it to be carried out successfully. Th e advance group of two 
Observers and a complement o f 5 support staf f lef t London on 
Monday, 8 October 1990 arriving in Kuala Lumpur on 9 October. A 
sixth member o f the suppor t staf f arrive d o n Wednesday, 1 0 
October. 

The advance group began work on the evening of its arrival 
with a briefing sessio n with th e Task Forc e se t u p by th e 
Malaysian Government to assist the work of the Observer Group. 
Further briefing session s wit h th e Task Forc e an d numerou s 
strategy meetings with our own support staff assisted our advance 
group in arriving at a check list for observing the nominations 
which were due to be held on Thursday, 11 October, before the 
rest of us arrived (Annex II). A s a result of these briefings, 
one member of the advance group was deployed t o observe the 
nomination centres in urban Kuala Lumpur, while the other visited 
the mainly rural centres in the surrounding State of Selangor. 
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