
Chapter 1 
The Political Backgroun d 
The Presidentia l an d Parliamentar y Election s o f February 199 6 took plac e agains t a  backgroun d 
of: 

1. Singl e party governmen t fro m 1978 , followed b y th e scheduling o f multi-party election s 
for May 1992. 

2. Wa r fro m 199 1 a s th e Revolutionar y Unite d Fron t (RUF ) launche d attack s acros s th e 
country, an d th e exploitatio n o f th e deterioratin g securit y situatio n b y othe r arme d 
elements. 

3. A  militar y cou p i n Apri l 1992 , followe d b y th e announcemen t i n Novembe r 199 4 o f a 
detailed timetabl e fo r transitio n t o civilian democrati c rule by the end o f 1995. 

4. Consensu s a t a  Nationa l Consultativ e Conferenc e i n Augus t 199 5 that Presidentia l an d 
Parliamentary election s should tak e place at the end o f February 1996 , using a  system o f 
proportional representatio n fo r th e Parliamentary elections . 

5. A  'palac e coup ' i n Freetow n i n Januar y 1996 , followe d b y reassurance s tha t election s 
would tak e place as planned th e following month . 

6. Las t minute move s i n January an d Februar y 199 6 to postpone th e elections in order tha t 
there shoul d b e 'peac e befor e elections' , an d th e rejectio n o f thi s approac h an d 
confirmation o f th e 2 6 Februar y electio n dat e b y a  reconvene d sessio n o f th e Nationa l 
Consultative Conference o n 1 2 February 1996 . 

These developments ar e described i n more detai l beneath . 

Recent Histor y 

Sierra Leon e becam e a n independen t stat e withi n th e Commonwealt h o n 2 7 Apri l 1961 . The 
Sierra Leon e People' s Part y (SLPP ) wo n powe r i n universa l suffrag e election s th e followin g 
year, havin g previousl y secure d majoritie s i n pre-independenc e election s fo r th e Legislativ e 
Council i n 195 1 and th e Hous e o f Representative s i n 1957 . I n furthe r election s i n 196 7 the Al l 
People's Congress (APC ) gained a  majority o f seat s but it s leader , Siak a Stevens , was prevente d 
from takin g powe r b y a  militar y coup . A  counte r cou p th e followin g yea r ouste d th e militar y 
government o f th e Nationa l Redemptio n Counci l an d Siak a Steven s returne d fro m exil e t o 
become Prim e Ministe r o f a  civilian government . Sierr a Leon e was declare d a  Republic i n Apri l 
1971 with Siaka Stevens as President . 

The 197 3 general electio n wa s no t conteste d b y th e oppositio n SLP P and D r Steven s wa s th e 
sole candidat e i n th e Presidentia l electio n hel d i n Marc h 1976 . Th e SLP P di d contes t th e 197 7 
general election , securin g 1 5 o f th e 8 5 seats . Bu t i n Jun e 197 8 a  referendu m approve d a  ne w 
constitution providin g fo r a  one-part y syste m an d th e AP C becam e th e sol e lega l party . 
President Steven s wa s swor n i n fo r a  seven-yea r ter m an d th e SLP P MP s joine d th e APC . In 
October 198 5 Dr Stevens ' nominate d successor , commande r o f th e arme d forces , Major-Genera l 
Joseph Momoh , receive d 9 9 per cen t o f th e vote in a  national Presidentia l electio n an d wa s dul y 
inaugurated President . 

In Marc h 199 1 Pres iden t Momo h announce d tha t h e welcome d p roposa l s fo r th e 
reintroduction o f a  multi-part y system . A  ne w constitutio n wa s approve d b y a  referendu m i n 
August 1991 , a numbe r o f politica l partie s wer e subsequentl y legalise d an d i n Decembe r 199 1 
their leader s undertoo k t o co-operat e wit h Presiden t Momo h i n th e establishmen t o f a  multi -
party system. Elections were scheduled fo r Ma y 1992. 

3 



The Presidential and Parliamentary Elections in Sierra Leone, 1996 

April 199 2 Coup 

The 1992 elections were never held . On 3 0 April President Momo h wa s overthrown i n a  militar y 
coup launche d th e previou s da y b y member s o f th e arme d forces , le d b y Captai n Valentin e 
Strasser. Th e Constitutio n wa s suspended , th e legislatur e dissolved , a  Nationa l Provisiona l 
Ruling Counci l (NPRC ) establishe d (comprisin g 1 8 militar y officer s an d fou r civilians ) wit h 
Captain Strasse r a s its Chairman an d Hea d o f State and al l political activit y suspended . 

From th e beginning, Captai n Strasse r insiste d tha t th e restoratio n o f multi-part y governmen t 
was on e o f hi s Government's thre e priorities . I n October 199 3 he tol d Commonwealt h Head s o f 
Government i n Cypru s tha t hi s Governmen t woul d restor e democrati c civilia n rul e b y earl y 
1996 an d th e followin g mont h h e announce d a  detaile d two-yea r timetabl e fo r th e transitio n 
leading t o a  presidentia l electio n i n Novembe r 1995 , legislative election s i n December 199 5 an d 
the installation o f a  new civilian government i n January 1996 . 

National Consultativ e Conferenc e 

In December 199 3 the Government ende d th e State o f Emergenc y tha t ha d bee n impose d a t th e 
time o f th e cou p and , t o prepar e fo r elections , establishe d a n Interi m Nationa l Electora l 
Commission (INEC) . In  June 199 5 the ba n o n politica l activit y wa s lifte d an d i n Augus t 199 5 a 
broad-based Nationa l Consultativ e Conferenc e wa s convene d a t th e Bintuman i Hote l i n 
Freetown t o establis h a  nationa l consensu s o n th e electio n dat e an d th e electora l syste m t o b e 
used fo r th e presidentia l an d genera l elections . This conference agree d tha t th e elections shoul d 
take place not by the end o f 1995 , as had previousl y been announce d b y th e Government, bu t i n 
February 1996 . Monday 26 February 199 6 was subsequently announce d a s election day . 

January 1996 'Palace Coup' 

On 1 6 January 199 6 Captain Strasse r wa s i n turn overthrow n i n a  'palace coup ' and replace d b y 
his former deputy , Brigadie r Maad a Bio , who proceede d t o 'reconstitute ' th e NPRC. The chang e 
of leadershi p wa s justifie d o n th e ground s tha t Captai n Strasse r wante d t o manipulat e th e 
transitional arrangement s i n order t o stay in power . 

On 1 7 Januar y Brigadie r Bi o confirme d tha t "th e democratisatio n proces s .. . continue s 
unabated an d i s stil l o n trac k toward s th e holdin g o f presidentia l an d genera l election s o n 2 6 
February thi s year " an d assure d th e internationa l communit y tha t "ou r commitmen t t o restor e 
this country t o democratic civilia n rul e i s irreversible" . A t th e sam e time , he calle d o n Corpora l 
Foday Sankoh, th e leader o f th e rebe l Revolutionar y Unite d Fron t (RUF) , to engage i n dialogu e 
with th e Government , assure d hi m o f saf e conduc t an d reaffirme d tha t th e Governmen t wa s 
prepared fo r talk s without preconditions . 

The War 

The RUF launched it s guerilla campaig n i n 1991 , ostensibly t o topple th e Freetown Governmen t 
then headed b y Presiden t Momoh , whic h th e rebels regarded a s corrupt. However , i t continue d 
the war eve n afte r th e Apri l 199 2 coup whic h ouste d Presiden t Momo h o n th e ground s tha t th e 
NPRC Government was itself anothe r rebe l movemen t an d therefor e illegitimate . 

The RUF' s initia l offensiv e i n easter n Sierr a Leone , allegedl y supporte d b y th e Nationa l 
Patriotic Fron t o f Liberi a in retaliation fo r th e Sierra Leon e Government's suppor t fo r ECOMO G 
forces i n Liberia , wa s countere d effectivel y b y th e Sierr a Leon e army . However , late r RU F 
operations prove d mor e difficul t t o contain , eve n wit h substantia l militar y assistanc e fro m 
neighbouring countries , an d th e securit y situatio n wa s exploite d b y othe r arme d groups , 
allegedly includin g lawles s members o f the armed forces . 

By the en d o f 199 4 rebel unit s wer e abl e t o operate i n almos t ever y par t o f th e country , RU F 
attacks wer e increasin g i n frequenc y an d the y wer e resultin g i n considerabl e los s o f lif e an d 
causing seriou s damag e t o th e country' s econom y an d infrastructure . I n January 199 5 the RU F 
gained contro l o f importan t minin g installations . B y Apri l RU F attack s wer e takin g plac e clos e 
to the capital , Freetown . 
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Report o f th e Commonwealth Observe r Grou p 5 

The securit y situatio n ha s improve d sinc e then . However , a t th e beginning o f 199 6 th e RU F 
still claimed effectiv e contro l o f part o f eastern Sierr a Leone , security could no t be guaranteed i n 
much o f the south an d trave l by roa d remaine d hazardou s outsid e th e Western Area . A  numbe r 
of attacks at the end o f 199 5 and i n early 199 6 were attribute d t o the RUF. 

The wa r ha s ha d a  devastat in g effec t o n Sierr a Leone . Som e ide a o f th e scal e o f th e 
dislocation ca n be had fro m a  UN estimat e i n Novembe r 199 5 that th e war ha d displace d som e 
two million people - almos t 5 0 per cen t of the population . 

Following th e Januar y 199 6 'palac e coup ' th e RU F droppe d it s deman d tha t foreig n force s 
must be withdraw n befor e peac e talk s could tak e plac e with th e Government , replacin g i t wit h 
the deman d tha t election s b e postponed . Th e RU F declare d a  seven-da y ceasefir e an d afte r 
radio discussions between Corpora l Sanko h an d Brigadier-Genera l Bio , it was agree d tha t team s 
from th e tw o side s shoul d mee t i n Abidjan , Côt e d'Ivoire , o n 2 8 Februar y 199 6 t o wor k ou t 
'modalities' fo r eventua l talk s betwee n thei r leaders . Talk s betwee n th e tw o team s actuall y 
began in Abidjan o n Sunday 2 5 January. 

Reconvened Sessio n of the National Consultativ e Conferenc e 

According t o Brigadier-Genera l Bio , th e deman d fo r 'peac e befor e elections ' o n th e par t o f 
Chiefs, communit y leader s an d th e peopl e i n th e wa r zone s o n th e on e han d an d o n th e other , 
the pressure fo r elections on 2 6 February a s agreed a t Bintumani place d hi m i n a  dilemma. On 7 
February 1996 , followin g a  meetin g betwee n INE C an d Brigadier-Genera l Bio , i t wa s agree d 
that i n orde r t o resolv e thi s dilemm a an d establis h a  clea r nationa l consensus , INE C shoul d 
reconvene th e National Consultativ e Conferenc e hel d a t Bintumani i n Augus t 199 5 for on e day , 
on 1 2 February 1996 . 

The reconvene d conference , i n commo n wit h th e Augus t 199 5 meeting , brough t togethe r 
representatives o f the army, police , religious bodies, politica l parties , th e Paramount Chief s an d 
non-governmenta l o rgan i sa t ions . Th e p roposa l fo r 'peac e befor e e lec t ions ' an d th e 
postponement o f the pol l dre w suppor t fro m 1 4 speakers. Bu t some 5 6 others, includin g al l bu t 
two o f th e politica l parties , representative s o f th e Musli m Congress , th e Catholi c Churc h an d 
the Chamber o f Commerce an d representative s o f people i n the areas worst affected b y th e war , 
expressed suppor t fo r election s t o be hel d a s planned o n 2 6 February. Ther e wa s a  stron g vie w 
that peace and election s were no t mutually exclusiv e and coul d be pursued simultaneously . 

With a  clea r majorit y fo r 2 6 Februar y an d agains t 'peac e befor e elections ' th e conferenc e 
ended wit h agreemen t b y acclamatio n tha t th e election s shoul d g o ahead . Ther e wa s dee p 
concern, however , a t a  statemen t b y th e Chie f o f th e Defenc e Staf f tha t "w e canno t provid e th e 
necessary securit y during th e elections and a t the same time fight th e RUF". 

On 1 3 February, th e da y afte r th e Reconvened Session , Brigadier-Genera l Bi o confirmed tha t 
elections would g o ahead a s planne d o n 2 6 February an d ordere d th e arm y t o provide securit y 
for th e poll . 

The Political Parties and Presidential Candidate s 

Fifteen politica l partie s registere d wit h INE C followin g th e liftin g o f th e ba n i n Jun e 1995 . 
Despite expectation s tha t severa l o f thes e partie s woul d merg e i n orde r t o giv e themselve s a 
better chanc e in the elections, and attempt s t o form tw o majo r alliance s prio r t o nomination da y 
on 26 January, onl y two partie s joined force s -  th e Coalition fo r Progres s Part y an d th e Nationa l 
Alliance Democrati c Party . Th e Nationa l Republica n Part y di d no t submi t candidates . B y th e 
end o f Januar y 1996 , therefore , 1 3 partie s wer e plannin g t o contes t th e Presidentia l an d 
Parliamentary elections , as follows : 

Name of Politica l Party Presidentia l Candidat e 

Democratic Centre Part y 
National Unit y Part y 
People's Progressive Part y 

Abu Aia h Korom a 
John Karim u 
Abass Chernor Bund u 
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People's National Conventio n Edwar d Joh n Kargb o 
United Nationa l People' s Party Joh n Karefa-Smar t 
National Democrati c Alliance Amad u M  B Jalloh 
All People's Congress Edwar d Mohame d Tura y 
National Allianc e Democratic Party Mohame d Yahy a Silla h 
National Unit y Movement Desmon d Luk e 
National People' s Party Andre w Tura y 
Sierra Leone People's Party Ahma d Teja n Kabba h 
Social Democratic Party Andre w Victo r Lunga y 
People's Democratic Party (Sorbeh) Thaim u Bangur a 
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