
Conclusion 
In ou r Interi m Statemen t w e sai d tha t n o election s coul d hav e bee n hel d unde r mor e tryin g 
circumstances. Th e five-yea r ol d rebe l wa r cas t a  lon g shado w ove r ever y aspec t o f th e 
elections. I t displaced hal f th e population o f Sierra Leone , driving som e into refugee camp s i n 
neighbouring Guine a an d Liberi a an d man y other s int o th e urba n centre s o f th e country . Th e 
resulting genera l insecurit y mean t tha t vote r registration , civi c education , part y campaign s 
and othe r activitie s associate d wit h th e election s wer e confine d fo r th e mos t par t t o th e 
relative safet y o f Freetow n an d th e othe r urba n centre s o f th e country . Thi s wa s a  majo r 
limitation which th e ongoing war impose d o n the electoral exercise . 

Even befor e th e elections , th e wa r ha d mad e roa d transpor t outsid e th e Wester n Are a 
unsafe, especiall y i n th e Eastern an d Souther n provinces . The determinatio n o f th e rebel RU F 
to disrup t th e election s mad e th e transportatio n o f votin g material s b y roa d eve n mor e 
difficult. Th e Interi m Nationa l Electora l Commissio n ha d ver y fe w truck s o f it s ow n an d 
relied o n th e us e o f ai r transpor t (helicopter s an d fixe d win g aircraft ) t o transpor t votin g kit s 
to th e various provincia l centres . I n th e event , th e helicopter s wer e grounde d o n 2 3 Februar y 
1996 -  thre e day s befor e polling . Whe n eventuall y the y di d resum e flying , th e votin g 
materials arrive d a t thei r destination s lat e an d i n a t leas t on e verifie d instance , thos e mean t 
for on e are a wer e sen t t o another . Th e logistica l an d organisationa l difficultie s disrupte d th e 
elections fo r th e 1 2 reserved seat s fo r Paramoun t Chief s whic h wer e t o have been hel d o n 2 4 
February 199 6 an d accounte d fo r th e delay s i n th e openin g o f man y pollin g station s o n 2 6 
February. 

INEC worked wit h commendabl e assiduit y t o deliver a  credible election. But from th e ver y 
beginning, th e odd s seeme d t o be agains t suc h a n outcome . Th e prevailin g circumstance s i n 
the countr y sometime s mad e i t impracticabl e fo r INE C t o achiev e som e o f it s objective s 
within th e time-fram e initiall y set . Thi s wa s particularl y eviden t i n vote r registration . Vote r 
registration bega n shortl y befor e Christma s 199 5 an d wa s schedule d t o en d o n 3 1 Januar y 
1996. I t wa s necessary , however , t o exten d th e registratio n period , wit h th e resul t tha t 
registration o f voter s continue d til l th e ev e o f poll . An d eve n the n no t ever y qualifie d vote r 
was abl e t o register . W e encountere d a  number o f peopl e a t th e pollin g station s who wante d 
to know whethe r ther e was provision fo r the m t o register an d vot e there and then . 

The odds i n the way o f th e elections were compounded b y th e uncertaint y arisin g fro m th e 
campaign fo r 'peac e befor e elections ' launche d i n th e middl e o f Januar y 199 6 and no t ende d 
until th e Nationa l Consultativ e Conferenc e reconvene d o n 1 2 Februar y 199 6 an d decide d 
overwhelmingly tha t th e elections should b e held o n 2 6 February 199 6 as planned. W e believe 
that tha t campaig n an d th e resultin g uncertaint y too k awa y som e o f th e momentu m i n th e 
preparations fo r th e elections . 

Some have argue d tha t a  further thre e o r four month s would hav e placed INE C on a n eve n 
better footin g t o conduc t th e elections . Perhaps , bu t tha t mus t no w remai n a  matte r fo r 
speculation. Wha t i s no t fo r speculatio n i s tha t complet e INE C independenc e an d greate r 
resources woul d hav e bee n o f immens e assistance . A  Chie f Election s Office r woul d hav e 
helped t o reduce some o f the technical difficultie s whic h beset th e elections . 

Consequently, thes e elections , unde r th e given circumstances , wer e nothin g shor t o f a n ac t 
of fait h o n th e par t o f th e peopl e o f Sierr a Leone . The y wer e th e firs t trul y democrati c 
elections i n nearl y 3 0 years . Fo r th e citize n voter s i n th e queues , thes e election s wer e mor e 
than a n oppor tuni t y t o replac e a  militar y regim e wit h a  democraticall y electe d an d 
accountable government . The y sa w the m a s a n histori c watershed , th e on e opportunit y t o 
make a  ne w beginning ; an d judgin g b y th e impressiv e vote r turnout , the y intende d t o seiz e 
that opportunity wit h both hands . 

The ne w beginnin g wa s alread y eviden t i n th e campaign . Previou s election s i n Sierr a 
Leone ha d bee n characterise d b y widesprea d intimidatio n an d violence , includin g th e 
kidnapping an d detentio n o f politica l opponents . Thes e Presidentia l an d Parliamentar y 
elections marke d a  decisiv e brea k wit h tha t past . Th e moo d o f th e voter s i n th e queue s wa s 
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one o f tolerance , goo d humou r an d enormou s patience . W e ar e convince d tha t al l thos e 
registered voter s wishin g t o exercis e thei r franchis e ha d a n opportunit y t o d o s o fre e o f 
manipulation. 

The Presidin g Officer s an d pollin g assistant s worke d assiduousl y t o ensur e transparency . 
They tende d t o follo w th e procedure s an d regulation s t o th e letter . Thi s inevitabl y slowe d 
down th e rate a t which voter s wer e being processed . Th e inexperience o f som e o f th e pollin g 
officers couple d wit h th e nee d t o explai n th e votin g procedure s t o illiterat e voter s furthe r 
slowed dow n progres s i n the polling stations . But what wa s los t in spee d wa s mad e u p fo r i n 
the integrity and transparenc y o f the process . 

All in all , the people o f Sierra Leon e have risen t o an histori c challenge an d carrie d th e da y 
for democracy . But i t remains a  fragile achievement . Th e rebel war ha s practically brought th e 
economy o f the country t o a standstill . I n many rura l communities , especiall y i n th e Souther n 
and Easter n provinces , th e populatio n i s bein g subjecte d t o extrem e barbarities . I f Sierr a 
Leone's har d wo n democrac y i s t o hav e a  chanc e o f puttin g dow n roots , th e wa r mus t b e 
brought t o a  speed y end . Th e Commonwealth , indeed , th e entir e internationa l communit y 
must continu e to do everything possibl e to end thi s tragedy . 

The RU F consistentl y an d publicl y oppose d th e holdin g o f th e elections ; but i t was b y n o 
means th e only group oppose d t o them. Other arme d element s were similarl y oppose d t o th e 
transition an d ma y wel l exploi t ever y opportunit y t o destabilis e an d discredi t th e ne w 
democratic order . We believe the Commonwealth an d th e wider internationa l communit y ca n 
play a n importan t rol e i n consolidatin g Sierr a Leone' s fledgling  democracy . Th e institution s 
of democrac y wil l nee d t o be buil t u p almos t fro m scratch . Th e Commonwealt h ca n hel p i n 
this throug h technica l assistanc e an d b y engagin g th e ful l rang e o f Commonweal t h 
institutions in support o f democracy i n Sierra Leone . 

In th e Commonwealt h context , th e outcom e o f thes e election s represent s ye t anothe r 
triumph fo r on e o f it s mos t cherishe d fundamenta l politica l values . Th e nee d no w i s fo r th e 
Commonwealth t o hel p th e incomin g democraticall y electe d Governmen t o f Sierr a Leon e t o 
make democrac y a  permanen t realit y i n th e country . W e believ e th e Commonwealt h mus t 
rise to this challenge . 
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