
Chapter 3 

Preparations for the Poll 

The Electora l Commissio n whic h wa s establishe d i n Decembe r 199 3 had t o initiat e 
preparations for the elections immediately after i t was constituted. 

Delimitation of Constituencies 

The Commission' s firs t majo r tas k wa s th e revie w o f constituenc y boundaries . Earl y i n 
February 1994 , members o f th e Commissio n toure d th e countr y t o examin e th e existin g 
boundaries an d number s o f constituencies . I n undertakin g thei r examination , th e 
Commissioners weighe d th e importanc e o f populatio n distribution , geographica l features , 
means o f communicatio n an d administrativ e boundaries , etc . Taking al l thes e factor s int o 
account, th e Commission create d 3 6 more constituencies , increasin g th e tota l numbe r fro m 
141 to 177. 

The constituencies wer e distribute d withi n th e 2 4 districts, i n eac h o f whic h th e Distric t 
Commissioner wa s designate d t o perfor m th e functio n o f Returnin g Office r fo r al l 
constituencies in the district. The distribution o f constituencies by distric t i s shown a t Annex 
XL The delimitation exercise was accepted by the political parties. 

Registration of Voters 

The electora l syste m o f Malaw i require d tha t voters ' register s b e compile d fo r eac h 
constituency. The registration process for the parliamentary and presidential elections started 
on 2 1 February 199 4 and wa s schedule d t o be complete d o n 1 2 March 1994 . The initia l 
response was extremely poor, however, and by the end of the stipulated period, no more than 
30 per cen t o f eligible voters had registered . Th e operation wa s therefore extende d unti l 26 
March 1994. 

The reasons for the poor initial response were said to include an inadequate civic education 
programme an d apath y o n th e par t o f eligibl e voters . Man y voter s wer e apparentl y 
convinced tha t thei r democrati c duty ha d culminate d i n their suppor t fo r multi-partyis m a t 
the June 1993 referendum. Others pointed out that they had already elected their President at 
their respective party conventions earlie r in the year. As the Interim Repor t o f the Electora l 
Commission stated , intimidation i n some parts of the country ma y als o have contributed t o 
the low initial turnout. 

During the extended period , with the help of political parties and NGOs, the Commission 
redoubled its efforts t o have qualified person s registered. These efforts succeede d in bringing 
about a considerable increase in the total number of persons registered, which finally totalle d 
3,762,239, estimated by the JIOG to be about 80 per cent of the actual eligible electorate. 

Complaints about the Registration Process 

The security forces were not allowe d t o register a t the outset , but in the case of soldiers, the 
reservations o f th e Ministr y o f Defenc e wer e withdraw n followin g a  rulin g b y th e 
Commission. The police authorities, however, persisted i n their resistance to allow number s 
of tha t forc e t o registe r an d relente d onl y afte r th e registration proces s had concluded . Th e 
register had t o be re-opened t o enable members of that force t o register. In the event, only a 
few hundred police personnel appeared to have registered. 

We heard charge s an d countercharge s b y th e larges t politica l partie s tha t eac h had bee n 
buying voters ' registratio n certificates . Eac h o f thes e partie s tol d u s tha t it s complaint s ha d 
been lodge d wit h th e Electora l Commissio n bu t tha t th e Commissio n ha d take n n o action . 
The Commission, o n its part, sai d tha t i t had brough t th e complaints t o the attention o f th e 
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police and expresse d disma y a t the lack of expeditious actio n in thi s regard b y th e police an d 
the Attorney-General . Wher e voters ' registratio n certificate s wer e los t o r wher e th e holde r 
was improperl y deprive d o f his/her certificate , provisio n existe d fo r a  duplicate certificat e t o 
be obtaine d b y application . W e wer e unabl e t o ge t an y reliabl e estimate s o f th e numbe r o f 
registration certificate s tha t ma y hav e change d hand s i n thi s manner bu t ou r impressio n wa s 
that i t was not significant . 

We als o receive d report s tha t i n som e area s o f th e country , Chief s an d Headme n hel d 
registration certificate s fo r 'saf e keeping' . Despite the seriousness o f these complaints , none of 
the politica l partie s fel t tha t th e voters ' register s wer e unsatisfactor y o r woul d adversel y 
affect th e outcome of the elections . 

Nominations 

The procedur e fo r nominatio n o f candidate s fo r th e parliamentar y election s attracte d 
criticism fro m th e smalle r politica l part ies . Som e pointe d out , fo r instance , tha t th e 
nomination fe e o f 250  Kwacha (£25 ) was to o high fo r a  country wher e pe r capit a income s ar e 
still ver y low . Th e Electora l Commiss io n expresse d th e vie w tha t th e fe e wa s no t 
unreasonable sinc e to o lo w a  fe e coul d temp t person s wit h littl e o r n o suppor t t o clo g th e 
electoral process. 

Some politica l partie s complaine d tha t nominatio n form s ha d no t been availabl e unti l tw o 
days befor e nominatio n da y an d tha t ther e wa s n o arrangemen t fo r part y representative s o r 
candidates t o obtai n th e paper s fro m th e Distric t Commissione r wit h dispatch . Som e 
candidates di d no t hav e th e mean s o f privat e transpor t t o collec t th e form s an d obtai n th e 
requisite number o f signatures within the time available . 

The Electora l Commissio n explaine d tha t th e dela y i n printin g th e nominatio n form s ha d 
resulted fro m a  reques t b y th e NC C fo r amendmen t o f th e provision s i n th e electora l la w 
relating t o nominations . Th e NC C ha d apparentl y no t indicate d t o th e Commissio n tha t th e 
amendment woul d appl y onl y t o th e nominatio n o f presidentia l candidate s an d woul d no t 
affect th e nominations fo r Parliament . Th e Commission ha d appreciate d th e difficulty cause d 
to some parties and candidate s a s a  result an d ha d take n remedia l action where possible . The 
Commission als o indicate d t o u s tha t th e possibilit y o f changin g th e electio n dat e ha d bee n 
contemplated bu t the NCC had no t viewed thi s idea with favour . 

Some partie s expresse d dissatisfactio n wit h th e Englis h languag e tes t whic h prospectiv e 
candidates ha d t o pas s a s a  conditio n fo r successfu l nomination . A  larg e numbe r o f 
prospective candidate s wa s reporte d t o have faile d th e tes t an d th e partie s concerne d ha d t o 
find ne w persons a t the last minute . 

The Commission o n its part complained tha t some parties and thei r prospective candidate s 
had bee n to o preoccupie d wit h campaignin g an d di d no t devot e enoug h attentio n t o th e 
nomination requirement s unti l i t was to o late . It also pointed ou t t o us tha t th e large r partie s 
which conteste d al l o r mos t o f th e parliamentar y seat s apparentl y ha d littl e proble m i n 
putting up candidate s i n all constituencies . 

Civic Education 

The Electora l Commissio n mounte d a n imaginativ e civi c educatio n programm e durin g th e 
registration exercis e an d subsequen t preparation s fo r pollin g day . Durin g th e registratio n 
exercise, th e programm e wa s aime d a t encouragin g qualifie d person s t o register . Severa l 
media wer e used , includin g radi o messages , vide o films , drama , songs , an d poems . Th e 
programme wa s abl y supported b y church groups an d NGOs . 

In preparin g voters , th e Commissio n produce d hand-out s explainin g th e importanc e o f 
voting and th e general concep t o f democracy . A  major drive , designed t o urge voters to go t o 
the polls , wa s launched . Ca r stickers , persona l stickers , specia l frankin g stamp s wit h 
messages o n paymen t bill s fo r wate r an d electricit y wer e use d t o encourag e peopl e t o cas t 
their vote . One poste r read : 'Cas t You r Vot e -  Ever y Vot e Ha s Value ' (se e Annex XII).  Thre e 
buses were painted wit h the same message . 
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Voter education... posters illustrating party 
symbols and explaining the voting system 

The Commissio n als o prepare d 
and distribute d poster s explainin g 
the votin g procedure s i n 1 7 steps, 
which wer e distribute d throughou t 
the countr y (Annex  XIII).  Al l 
political partie s contestin g th e 
elections were requeste d t o help i n 
the distributio n o f th e poster s t o 
their supporters. 

Considerable us e wa s mad e o f 
the radio , th e primar y mediu m o f 
mass communicatio n i n Malawi , t o 
reach voter s throughou t th e 
country. Beside s programme s i n 
Chichewa (th e main local language) 
and English , th e Commissio n use d 
the languages o f th e Sena , Lomwe, 
Yao, Tonga , Tumbuk a an d 
Nkhonde to deliver messages to the 
electorate. The print media was also 
extensively use d t o ge t acros s th e 
message that people should vote. 

Despite th e strenuou s effort s o f 
the Commission , ther e wer e complaint s tha t th e civi c educatio n programm e ha d bee n 
deficient. A s has alread y been pointed out , inadequacie s i n the civi c education programm e 
were part of the reasons cited for the low turnout of eligible persons for registration. Some of 
the political parties pointed out that many voters in the rural areas were either without radios 
or coul d no t affor d batterie s fo r radio s an d s o coul d no t liste n t o th e vote r educatio n 
messages. In the ultimate analysis , the time availabl e fo r civi c education wa s probably to o 
short against the background of an electorate accustomed to three decades of one-party rule. 

Electoral Officials 

The Electoral Commission calle d o n a  host o f civi l servants , teachers and other s to assis t in 
the electora l process . A s mentione d earlier , Distric t Commissioner s wer e appointe d a s 
Returning Officers . Presidin g Officer s an d othe r pollin g staf f wer e selecte d fro m amon g 
functionaries i n various governmen t department s a s well a s teachers . Since polling station s 
were to be located mainl y a t schools , the Headmasters wer e in many instances recruited a s 
Presiding Officers . I n case s o f Pollin g Centre s wit h multipl e pollin g stations , Supervisor y 
Presiding Officer s wer e appointed . Considerabl e tim e an d effor t wer e investe d i n briefin g 
polling staf f an d th e United Nation s Electora l Assistanc e Secretaria t (UNEAS ) assisted th e 
Electoral Commission in producing an excellent manual for use by these officials . 

It shoul d b e mentioned , i n thi s context , tha t fou r expert s provide d throug h th e 
Commonwealth Fun d fo r Technica l Co-operatio n greatl y assiste d th e Commissio n i n it s 
preparations for the elections. Three of them - Joycely n Lucas of Trinidad an d Tobago, Clover 
Thompson o f Jamaica and Alber t Arhin of Ghana -  helpe d trai n trainers of electora l officials . 
Jennifer Cash, a British electoral expert, assisted with the voter education effort. The Commission 
expressed gratitude to us for the valuable role played by these Commonwealth experts. 
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