
Chapter 6 

The Poll and Count 
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The pollin g station s wer e suppose d t o ope n fo r votin g t o commenc e a t 7  a.m . o n 2 6 Februar y 
1996. But onl y i n a  ver y fe w instance s i n th e area s tha t w e observe d wa s thi s th e case . I n mos t 
stations voting di d no t begin befor e 9  a.m. an d i n some case s even much later . The delays ha d t o 
do wit h INEC' s logistica l an d resourc e problems . Wher e roa d transpor t coul d b e use d th e 
necessary militar y escort s t o provid e securit y wer e ofte n lacking . Th e militar y authoritie s 
argued tha t the y needed al l available me n an d materia l t o provide securit y agains t rebe l attacks . 
Then truc k owner s wh o ha d bee n contracte d t o transpor t electio n materia l refuse d t o le t thei r 
trucks mov e withou t militar y escort . In  th e case s wher e truc k owner s wer e prepare d t o allo w 
the us e o f thei r vehicle s the y tende d t o deman d extortionat e sum s fro m INEC . Th e groundin g 
of th e helicopter s thre e day s befor e pollin g da y allegedl y o n th e basi s o f securit y advic e fro m 
the military adde d t o the problems o f transportation . Bu t once the polling station s were opened , 
voting proceede d smoothly . 

While th e pollin g station s wer e lat e i n opening , almos t invariabl y th e voter s wer e earl y i n 
arriving. Som e voter s tol d u s tha t the y ha d bee n i n th e queue s fro m a s early a s 5.3 0 a.m . Man y 
of them wer e t o remain i n the queues fo r th e greater par t o f the day . 

Layout and Facilitie s 

In th e grea t majorit y o f cases , th e votin g 
centres consiste d o f school s an d othe r 
public bu i ld ing s an d th e occasiona l 
private house . Th e layou t wa s uneven . 
Some place s wer e spaciou s an d therefor e 
allowed fo r a  layou t whic h facilitate d th e 
flow o f voters . Others , especiall y thos e i n 
the refuge e camps , wer e usual l y 
c ramped , great l y res t r ic t in g th e 
movement o f voters . Some votin g centre s 
had n o electricit y an d th e lantern s whic h 
were provide d wer e o f littl e hel p whe n i t 
came t o countin g th e vote s a t th e clos e of 
poll. Wher e ther e wer e particularl y lon g 
queues, thes e adde d t o th e pressure s o n 
the availabl e space . Thes e difficultie s 
notwithstanding th e moo d i n th e pollin g 
booths wa s on e o f goo d chee r an d a 
de te rmina t ion no t t o al lo w an y 
inconvenience t o stan d i n th e wa y o f th e 
elections. 

Logistics ... a removal van owned by Let's Live 
Transport is put to  work delivering election kits. 
INEC had to overcome formidable logistical 
problems. Air  transport  was limited, road transport 
was hazardous and there -were too few vehicles.  On 
the eve of the election INEC's  helicopter  flights were 
stopped and some vehicles were withdrawn by  their 
owners on security grounds 



22 Th e Presidentia l an d Parliamentar y Election s i n Sierr a Leone , 199 6 

Sealed shut ... ballot  boxes  are  sealed  prior  to  the  commencement  of  voting  at  a  polling station  in  Koidu  in  Sierra 
Leone's Eastern  Province.  Separate  ballot  boxes  and  ballot  papers  were  used  for the  Presidential  and  Parliamentary 
elections 

The Electora l Official s 

The Presiding Officer s an d pollin g assistant s were mostly teachers . In many case s they had bee n 
recruited an d traine d a  little late i n th e da y an d thi s showe d i n som e o f th e initia l error s whic h 
they mad e earl y o n i n polling . However , a s th e da y wor e o n the y quickl y overcam e thes e 
limitations. I n thei r approac h t o thei r work , the y displaye d considerabl e industr y an d eve n 
greater patience . Th e grea t majorit y o f th e voters wer e illiterat e an d require d considerabl e hel p 
to understan d th e procedure s involve d i n voting . Th e Presidin g Officer s an d pollin g assistant s 
made i t a  poin t t o explain carefull y an d i n detai l th e metho d o f voting , includin g eve n th e wa y 
the ballo t pape r wa s t o b e folded . T o avoi d confusio n a s t o whic h ballo t pape r wa s t o g o int o 
which box , th e pollin g official s firs t issue d th e Presidentia l an d the n th e Parliamentar y ballo t 
paper.1 I n ou r observation , th e pollin g official s wer e no t onl y anxiou s t o b e doin g th e righ t 
thing, the y wer e als o anxiou s t o be see n doin g it . They followe d th e guideline s t o th e lette r an d 
in th e proces s gaine d th e confidenc e o f th e part y agents . Th e punctiliousnes s o f th e pollin g 
officials mean t tha t votin g proceede d a t a  much slowe r pace ; but the y believe d i t wa s bette r t o 
proceed a t a  slower pac e and t o deliver a  credible election. So did we . 

1 Voter s first  presente d thei r vote r registratio n documen t and , t o prevent multipl e voting , thei r hands wer e checke d fo r 
traces o f indelibl e ink . A  smal l hol e wa s punche d i n th e vote r registratio n documen t an d th e vote r wa s issue d wit h a 
ballot pape r fo r th e Presidentia l election . Thi s wa s stampe d an d signe d b y th e pollin g assistan t an d th e vote r marke d 
the pape r i n th e pollin g booth . Afte r castin g thi s ballo t i n th e Presidentia l electio n ballo t bo x th e vote r wa s issue d wit h 
the ballo t pape r fo r th e Parliamentar y election , marke d thi s i n a  second pollin g booth , deposite d th e pape r i n a  secon d 
ballot box and ha d hi s or her inde x finge r marke d wit h indelibl e ink . 
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Balloting in Bo ... an orderly queue at a polling station on the outskirts of  Bo. Prior to the elections the political 
parties complained that voter education was inadequate. INEC agreed that it  would have liked to have done more, 
blaming cuts to  its planned programme on the slow response of the international community  in  providing funds for 
the elections 

Peaceful Port Loko .. . voters queue in peace at a polling station in  Port Loko, Northern Province,  as voting begins  on 
26 February. But  nearby  the presence of armed men had prompted local people to flee into  the  bush and forced INEC 
to abandon plans to establish a number of polling stations. There  was shooting in  some major centres, including the 
two biggest cities 
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Helping hand ...a senior  citizen gets  a helping hand from a  young 
man in Bo. The Presidential and Parliamentary Elections  were held 
simultaneously on  26 and 27 February, with a  run-off for the  post of 
President on 15 March 1996 

Party Agent s 

Most politica l partie s ensure d tha t the y ha d part y 
agents a t th e pollin g stations . Thes e wer e fo r th e 
most par t youn g me n an d wome n an d brough t t o 
their tas k th e enthusias m an d singl e mindednes s 
typical o f youth . I t ha s bee n sai d tha t part y 
representatives a t pollin g station s ar e th e fron t 
line o f democracy . I f tha t i s true , th e caus e o f 
democracy i n Sierr a Leon e coul d no t hav e bee n 
more vigilantl y guarded . Whe n shootin g brok e 
out i n Bo , Kenem a an d part s o f Freetow n o n 
polling day , i t wa s usuall y th e part y agents , 
acting i n mutua l partnership , wh o pu t th e highe r 
national interes t abov e thei r respectiv e part y 
allegiances an d carrie d th e ballo t boxe s t o safety . 
Not onl y wer e the y a t th e pollin g station s hour s 
before th e openin g o f th e polls , som e o f the m 
slept i n th e pollin g station s t o ensur e tha t th e 
ballot boxe s wer e no t tampere d with . Thei r rol e 
called fo r sacrifices , includin g goin g withou t 
meals fo r practicall y th e whol e day , a  pric e the y 
seemed read y t o pay with equanimity . 

The dedicatio n o f th e pollin g official s an d th e 
party agent s wa s matche d b y tha t o f th e voters . 
All th e rank s wer e represente d -  th e young , th e 
middle age d an d th e old , al l unite d i n a  commo n 
hope o f a  futur e o f democrac y an d accountabl e 
governance an d a  commo n fea r o f arbitrar y rule . 

Worth the wait... after  his long wait in  the queue this voter in the Northern Province  finally deposits  his ballot 
paper in the ballot box. As here,  many polling  stations were  in the open air 
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For th e youn g an d eve n man y o f th e middl e age d thi s wa s thei r firs t experienc e o f a  fre e an d 
democratic election . Th e length s t o whic h the y wen t t o ensur e tha t the y cas t thei r vot e i s a 
measure o f th e valu e the y place d o n th e opportunity . Th e resolutio n an d courag e o f th e voter s 
where securit y risk s wer e hig h compelle d admiration . Th e ordinar y me n an d wome n wh o 
voted ar e the true heroes o f these elections . 

Security Presenc e an d Secrec y o f th e Ballo t 

Security a t th e pollin g station s wa s i n th e hand s o f th e police . Thei r presenc e wa s discree t bu t 
effective. The y controlle d th e crowd s wit h diligenc e an d i n a  wa y whic h mad e fo r mutua l 
confidence withou t whic h th e election s woul d no t hav e bee n a s peacefu l a s the y turne d ou t t o 
be. 

The pollin g booth s wer e arrange d i n a  wa y t o ensur e maximu m secrecy . The y ha d bee n 
specially designe d fo r th e purpos e an d n o vote r t o ou r knowledg e complaine d o f lac k o f 
secrecy. We received fe w report s o f fraud an d personation . 

In Kenema an d Makeni , RU F attacks on nearb y village s sen t large numbers o f people into th e 
towns, a  massiv e influ x whic h change d th e whol e electio n picture . I n Kenema , th e INE C 
Regional Commissione r an d hi s tea m decide d t o allo w th e displace d person s t o vote . Thi s 
meant makin g provisio n fo r score s of additional pollin g station s a t the last minute . I t also mean t 
that th e registration lis t coul d n o longer be use d becaus e i t was no t possibl e t o apportion voter s 
to specifi c pollin g station s an d b e assure d o f havin g th e righ t registratio n lis t there . Th e 
electoral officer s ha d t o improvis e an d creat e ne w list s backed b y appropriat e identificatio n b y 
voters. Althoug h thi s wa s no t th e prescribe d method , w e wer e satisfie d tha t i t di d no t impai r 
the fairnes s o f the elections. In the case of Bo the RUF carried th e war int o the hear t o f the town , 
drawing fort h a  spirited defenc e fro m th e townspeople . They succeeded i n beating of f th e attac k 
(as the y ha d don e i n th e past ) an d returne d t o th e queue s t o resum e voting . W e believ e tha t 
nothing bette r demonstrate s th e dogged determinatio n o f th e peopl e o f thi s countr y t o achiev e 
democracy. 

Security ...  in some parts of Sierra Leone the police and military were  augmented by  'kamajors',  traditional security 
forces co-ordinated by paramount chiefs.  Their presence appeared to be of considerable reassurance to voters, some of 
whom believed that the powers of these fighters included  the  ability to  deflect bullets 
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Cleaned out... an  election official demonstrates to  the watching crowd  that  all ballot papers have been removed from 
the box prior to counting. Counts  were  conducted at the polling stations themselves 

Out in  the open ... counting the  votes. Throughout the  country the  count was  conducted with commendable 
transparency, always in full view  of party agents and often in the presence of large crowds of voters who could see 
for themselves  that  all was above board 
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The Coun t 

The prevailin g securit y situatio n mad e i t practicall y impossibl e fo r som e team s t o observ e th e 
count i n thei r respectiv e areas . I n th e cas e o f B o th e mid-da y attac k pu t a n en d t o al l 
observation. However , th e team s tha t wer e abl e t o observ e th e coun t di d so . Th e proces s wa s 
slow, a s agai n th e electora l official s insiste d i n followin g th e procedure s meticulously . Eac h 
ballot pape r wa s opene d an d show n t o th e assemble d part y agent s fo r inspection . Inevitabl y 
this to o slowe d dow n th e proces s but th e care was necessar y t o assure al l th e intereste d partie s 
that fai r pla y wa s bein g done . I t als o enable d th e part y agent s t o recor d th e tallie s a s a n 
additional chec k o n th e count . Transparenc y wa s th e watchwor d an d th e coun t conclude d a 
process which was by and larg e a  model o f integrity. 2 

2 Votin g hours o n the scheduled electio n day , Monday 2 6 February, wer e extende d fro m 6.0 0 p.m. to 8.00 p.m. and the n 
into the following day , Tuesday 2 7 February. Counting took place afte r th e closure of the polls on both days . 
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