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Statement of the Research Agenda

International election observation has become a relatively regular fea-
ture of international relations in the post-Cold War era. As Bjornlund 
declares, “international observation is now an international norm”.1 
This assertion is supported by the fact that it is highly unlikely that 
any upcoming election will not have at least one team of international 
observers. This has especially been the case for developing countries, 
and most recently, Caribbean countries. In the contemporary global 
environment the decision to invite international observers may superfi-
cially be taken as a country’s desire to be accepted into the club of “free” 
states. Implicit in the decision to have international observers, though, 
is the recognition that parties—host country and observers—are very 
likely to have other unstated political motives. Organizations dispatch-
ing observer teams may want to indicate renewed support of a particu-
lar regime or rectify previous foreign policy mistakes; while sometimes 
the government issuing the invitation may want to entrench its hold on 
political power.

This book examines the practice of international election observa-
tion in a Caribbean context. It presents a survey of the Commonwealth 
Caribbean perspective and a detailed case study of Guyana between 1964 
and 2015. In doing so, the dependent Commonwealth territories are 
excluded as the UK handles their foreign affairs, and their elections have 
not been subject to international observation. This research traces the 
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history of election observation and how this practice became integrated 
into the landscape of Caribbean electoral politics. More specifically, the 
study examines the process by which election observers have become key 
actors in elections in the Commonwealth Caribbean with a special focus 
on Guyana.

Up to three or even two decades ago, the observation of national 
elections by foreigners in an independent country would have been 
highly offensive to the political integrity of the people. To have outsiders 
oversee one’s electoral process would imply that a country’s leaders and 
political representatives were incompetent and incapable of administering 
a relatively straightforward procedure. In its original form, observation 
was used as a tool of self-determination rather than for its current pur-
pose of providing international legitimacy. Prior to the 1980s observa-
tion was rare in sovereign states and used by some such as the United 
States (US) and United Kingdom (UK) governments, the United 
Nations (UN) and the Organization of American States (OAS) primar-
ily in trust and dependent territories. Up until recently, therefore, the 
presence of international observers represented a negative indicator of a 
country’s ability to manage its own affairs.

Since the 1990s there has been a steady development of the field of 
international election observation. In the early 1990s most interna-
tional organizations observed, on average, no more than one election 
per year. Between 1990 and 1998 the Commonwealth conducted 27 
election observation missions in member-states.2 For the same period, 
the OAS observed 34 elections in member states. Likewise, between 
1999 and 2007, these figures increased by approximately 50% to 43 
and 54 observed elections respectively. Each organization moved 
from observing the typical one election per year to an average of five; 
and up to twelve as was the case for the OAS in 2006. Between 2008 
and 2016 the OAS observed over 70 elections in its member-states. 
These figures reflect a steady growth in the practice of international 
election observation in the post-Cold War period. This begs the ques-
tion of what has directed this change in the foreign policy behaviour 
of states that in their international relations, they place such great 
importance on the holding of internationally accepted elections at 
what many traditionally consider to be at the expense of individual 
state sovereignty? The answer might be found in an examination of 
the policies and declarations of the major inter-governmental organi-
zations (IGOs).
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In 1989, for example, the UN set the stage for the development of 
the trend of election observation with the first of a series of resolutions 
on “free and fair” elections. Essentially, these resolutions underscore 
the importance of elections as a cornerstone of individual freedoms and 
human rights. UN action in this and other spheres has advanced the 
notion of the centrality of elections within a liberal democratic model of 
governance. So although states have always highly regarded the princi-
ple of sovereignty, they have acknowledged that in absolute terms this is 
merely an ideal. Over time therefore, states have also readjusted the man-
ifestation of sovereignty in their international relations and have changed 
how they indicate their acceptance of other values that might tradition-
ally have been problematic.

Notwithstanding reconfigurations and reformulations of Westphalian 
sovereignty observer groups have not circumvented the principle of non-
interference in the affairs of independent states in the pursuit of expos-
ing their adherence (or lack of it) to liberal democratic principles. In this 
regard, observer delegations and states have developed guidelines that 
attempt to reconcile these two conflicting trends. Currently, organiza-
tions will not observe elections unless they receive written consent from 
the host government or legally empowered agent such as the electoral 
authority. As discussed later, the European Union (EU) represents an 
exception in as far as it does not insist on a formal letter before initiating 
its programme of activities. The country holding the election issues an 
invitation to the organization that it wishes to send observers, although 
as the discussion shows, this invitation is sometimes not initiated by the 
country holding elections but solicited by an observer group. In other 
words, organizations and some political administrations in developed 
countries pressure governments to facilitate international observer teams 
and in effect solicit a request for their presence, or invite themselves.

This study examines the question of how observers came to operate 
in the Caribbean. It contemplates the underlying issues of sovereignty 
within the context of the relations between developing states and inter-
national actors that predominantly represent the interests of states in the 
developed world. The discussion therefore acknowledges as a starting 
point, that within the dynamics of this asymmetric relation arguments of 
respecting sovereignty are likely to emerge, but are also likely to yield 
to other economic and political considerations. So while the axis of this 
research rests on a discussion of elections and democracy in general, this 
does not limit the research to the field of comparative politics.
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This research creates an important interdisciplinary nexus between 
Comparative Politics and International Relations. Its roots in the for-
mer are more obvious because of the focus on the role of elections in 
the formation, consolidation, endurance and renewal of democracy. 
However, the discussion is also intricately connected to many aspects 
of International Relations. Beyond the evident links to sovereignty, 
the examination of the process of the involvement of observers in the 
Caribbean requires an analysis of key International Relations concepts and 
issues such as foreign policy formulation, the role of international actors in 
domestic policy and the dynamics of power politics. The activities and role 
of various actors in spreading democracy and the philosophical neolib-
eral motives behind this trend are also clearly rooted in the field. Further, 
the underlying assertion that election observation is now accepted as an 
almost routine process suggests that states have set and accepted rules and 
guidelines among themselves. This notion of the existence and acceptance 
of norms of international relations is a central element within the con-
structivist theoretical debates in International Relations.

Many studies have been conducted on the activities of international 
observers. The effect of observation and a fairly extensive critique of the 
practice have been carried out. So, for example, there are articles on the 
merits and weaknesses of the practice; analysis on observation in several 
countries has been conducted and the performance of various regional, 
international and local observer groups has been evaluated. Amidst 
this explosion of material in the field since the late 1990s, however, 
is the striking gap of a substantial body of work that is relevant to the 
Caribbean reality.

Caribbean Overview

One of the issues this research contemplates is why Caribbean coun-
tries accept the imposition of observation within the context of sover-
eignty. As the case of Guyana shows the costs of not having observers 
have been multidimensional and have eclipsed concerns of respecting 
state sovereignty. In first instance, the opposition People’s Progressive 
Party (PPP) had become extremely frustrated with the inattention of the 
international community to the blatant electoral fraud conducted by the 
People’s National Congress (PNC). Considerations of sovereignty were 
therefore redundant in the context of the strong determination of the 
PPP and other local actors such as the Guyana Human Rights Group to 
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bring international attention to the extensive problems in the country’s 
elections.

Beyond the initial cases of requesting observers, Guyana in particular, 
and other countries such as Jamaica and Antigua and Barbuda to a lesser 
extent have acquiesced to having observers as part of their foreign policy 
strategy to maintain the flow of aid and assistance to their countries. In 
that vein, some Caribbean countries have been eager to show the various 
stakeholders that even if their elections had not reached desirable stand-
ards, they were committed to ensuring that elements of fraud and vio-
lence would not be supported by political parties. In effect, Caribbean 
leaders invite observers as a signal of their commitment to improving 
elections processes of governance as these are increasingly used as pre-
conditions for receiving aid, technical assistance and other types of sup-
port. Where there is likely to be no link between the decision to invite 
observers and the need for or receipt of support, countries have clearly 
preferred not to have observers.3

Observation in Guyana and other Caribbean countries has typically 
been accompanied by various packages of technical assistance. At the 
same time, the reforms that have been proposed to implement changes 
and improvements in the electoral system have usually involved equip-
ment, projects, and personnel requiring funding beyond what could be 
reasonably afforded by the political administration. Extensive financial 
assistance has therefore been a major component of the bundle of activ-
ities associated with observing elections in the country. In some cases, 
both technical and financial assistance have been conditionally provided 
upon the guarantee that the country will have observers.

Why Guyana?
There are several grounds which justify the selection of Guyana as a case 
study for Caribbean election observation. These include the phases of 
involvement of observers in the country, the range and number of actors 
involved in observing elections, and the degree of involvement of these 
actors in various related electoral activities. The process through which 
observers became involved in Guyana and the outcomes of their involve-
ment on the country’s political processes also present similar patterns in 
how observers became involved in other Caribbean countries.

Specifically, Guyana has had international observers, in 1964 and 
1980, long before the practice gathered momentum as a regular feature 
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of international relations. These instances of observation were entangled 
with the dynamics of Cold War politics. Grenada also had international 
observers in 1984 for reasons similarly hinged on tensions of East-West 
relations. The 1990s marked the dissolution of Cold War tensions and 
international election observation persisted despite the shift in polar-
ity of power. Observation started to be packaged as support for and 
consolidation of democracy but maintained hegemonic motives. Along 
with Guyana, St. Kitts and Nevis, Belize, Jamaica, Grenada, Antigua and 
Barbuda are among the countries that had their elections observed. These 
countries continued to have observers in the 2000s when others such as 
St Lucia, Trinidad and Tobago where having them for the first time.

The range of actors that has been involved in Guyana is gener-
ally representative of the various groups that have observed in other 
Commonwealth Caribbean states. Guyana has had international observ-
ers from inter-governmental organizations such as the Commonwealth; 
regional inter-governmental organizations including the OAS, EU and 
CARICOM; foreign observers such as the Carter Center and a local 
group, the Electoral Assistance Bureau (EAB). A similar range interna-
tional, foreign and local observer groups has been involved in the other 
states under review.

States have frequently had reservations regarding the idea of having 
their electoral process observed by others. This is especially the case dur-
ing the earlier phases of international observation. As the chapter on 
the invitation of observers shows, the inclusion of observers has often 
been an intensely complex process. It was only in 1992 when local and 
international political conditions changed that there was negotiation 
and eventual consent from all parties that international observers were 
necessary. The entry of observers to other Caribbean countries has been 
surrounded by varying degrees of controversy as typified by the case of 
Guyana.4

Reports on the outcome of observation in Guyana have been contro-
versial for different reasons. One included a separate statement by a dis-
senting observer (1964); another highlighted the volatile circumstances 
that required regional efforts (1997 CARICOM Audit) and another 
included the overthrown election results based on technicalities (1997–
1998 election petition/ruling on the absence of voter cards). Although 
the specific circumstances in other Caribbean countries are different 
there have been similar pockets of cynicism and apprehension towards 
the statements and reports of some observer groups. Generally, Guyana 
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provides the elements of all the reasons that explain why Caribbean elec-
tions have been internationally observed.

Rationale for Study on Observation in the Caribbean

There is a growing body of research on election observation that has 
focused on various aspects of the practice. Much of the literature on the 
subject takes the form of descriptive field reports written and commis-
sioned by a number of international and regional organizations.5 There 
is also a reasonable number of publications on election observation in 
particular regions and countries.6 These often take a more analytical per-
spective and seek to examine critically the role, mandate and experience 
of election observers in a particular election.

Not many major general works on the benefits and shortcomings of 
this practice exist, although there is some growth in this area.7 For the 
Caribbean, while there is no scarcity of research on electoral politics, less 
work has been done on this specialized field of observation. Noteworthy, 
however, is the foundation established by work of Figueroa and Sives,8 
Munroe,9 Sives,10 and Vasciannie11 on Jamaica; and Will12 and Griffith13 
on Guyana. There has however, also been observation in Antigua and 
Barbuda, Grenada, St. Kitts and the Grenadines, St. Lucia, St. Vincent 
and the Grenadines, Trinidad and Tobago and Belize. The corre-
sponding research on the development of the trend in Commonwealth 
Caribbean, and the issues arising from international election observation 
has not been extensive.14 The main contribution of this research there-
fore, is to extend the discussion on elections in the Caribbean and help 
fill in the gaps on the specific practice of election observation.

Insightful commentary on election observation may also be found 
scattered in the vast range of literature on Democracy. Within this wide 
area, more specifically, is work on the origin, purpose and efficacy of 
election observation as one component of packages of “democracy assis-
tance”. As may be expected this part of the literature is largely rooted in 
studies of democracy assistance as a tool of US foreign policy. Of these, 
among the most path-breaking are the works of Carothers15 and Cox 
et al.16 These, however, do not pay particular attention to the Caribbean 
context and more generally, provide an analysis that is clearly more in 
keeping with the US perspective.

Of considerable merit, as well, is the increasing number of policy doc-
uments on elections and election observation.17 As the practice becomes 
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a more frequent feature of international relations, governments, regional 
and international organizations find it necessary to establish guidelines 
concerning the funding, role, logistics and codes of conduct of observer 
groups. These actors are of particular importance since the financial 
responsibility of election observation rests primarily with them. While 
they are a useful starting point in providing a framework for understand-
ing the chronology and basic history of observers in the region, such 
reports have been authored more for the purposes of the sending states 
and their political pursuits and motives. A more complete discussion 
on the dynamic and intricate process through which observers became 
involved in Caribbean elections in general, and specifically in individual 
countries requires delving deeper into this process.

Finally, there are various national, regional and international instru-
ments and documents that place elections and their observation in a 
legal context.18 Among these are UN resolutions that express the views 
of member-states on the place of elections, as well as those which re-
affirm the principle of non-intervention and the supremacy of the state. 
Important too are the national and multilateral legal instruments that 
establish the civil and political rights of individuals. An examination of 
these helps to resolve some of the tensions between the elements of sov-
ereignty and non-intervention on the one hand, and the rights of peo-
ples and the accountability of their governments on the other.

International Election Observation in the Commonwealth Caribbean: 
Race, Aid and Democratization examines the cases of international elec-
tion observation in the Caribbean with special focus on Guyana and 
therefore expands on the body of work in this area that is relevant to the 
Caribbean. It would be fair to point out the obvious justification for the 
prevalence of research on other regions. Caribbean countries, especially 
in the Commonwealth, have had relatively stable and democratic political 
systems19; and election observation, particularly during the earlier peri-
ods of the practice, has been generally confined to countries having tran-
sitional or first elections and in post-conflict societies. With the exception 
of Guyana, no Caribbean country had experienced election observa-
tion as a normal feature of its international relations until the practice 
received greater acceptance in the late 1990s.

The research traces the historical context of the development of inter-
national election observation in Antigua and Barbuda, Belize, Grenada, 
Guyana, Jamaica, St. Kitts and Nevis, St. Lucia, St. Vincent and the 
Grenadines, and Trinidad and Tobago. It summarizes and assesses the 
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available theoretical literature on the practice. The discussion traces 
the origin of observation in these countries, and evaluates the practice 
and outcomes of international election observation in their particular 
contexts. It then provides a detailed case study of Guyana as the one 
Caribbean country that has had the most intense involvement with inter-
national observers most frequently and for the most years. The specific 
research questions I explore are:

1. � How did international election observation become part of the 
political process in the Commonwealth Caribbean generally, and 
specifically in Guyana?

2. � How have observers operated in these countries?
3. � What were the outcomes of international observation in Guyana 

and how do these inform us about the trend for the rest of the 
Caribbean and wider international community?

Research Design

This book sets out to evaluate the practice of international election 
observation in the Commonwealth Caribbean. It examines the out-
comes of international election observation on the political processes in 
Guyana. The research examines the efficacy of this exercise and assesses 
the challenges and benefits of the observation exercises in the case study. 
As the empirical focus of the study is on election observation, I situate 
the place of elections in the democratic process. I argue that free and 
fair elections have been accepted as the pillar of democratic governance, 
although some scholars argue that they find difficulty with objectively 
outlining the precise elements of such elections. The debate concerning 
the difficulty of arriving at a consensus of what constitutes free and fair 
elections is also explored.

The main sources of data for this empirical study are found in the 
field reports and activities of international and domestic organizations 
involved in election observation, regional and international human rights 
instruments, interviews, election results and the electoral laws of the 
countries under study. The public debates, particularly between political 
parties are also an integral information resource.

I argue that although international election observation has limita-
tions related to professionalism and impartiality, it can produce subjec-
tively positive outcomes within the matrix of contemporary Caribbean 
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international relations. The outcomes of observation are optimized when 
there is collaboration among all levels of actors: state, regional and inter-
national. I propose that the practice has spread to the Caribbean as the 
manifestation of the increasing need for mainly developing countries to 
show their commitment to liberal democratic practices through the hold-
ing of internationally accepted elections. By examining the case of inter-
national observers in Guyana, this research seeks to apply the practice to 
the specific conditions of Caribbean societies. This book is particularly 
relevant as the records shows that more and more Caribbean states are 
hosting international observers. Examining the process of how observ-
ers came to be invited in the countries that have had them, is useful for 
countries such as Barbados and other developing countries that have not 
yet had international election observers.

It is also important to evaluate if the identifiable features of the politi-
cal culture of Commonwealth Caribbean states have developed into 
markers for determining which Caribbean states will have international 
observers. The emerging trend has been to describe observation as an 
international norm welcomed by established and emerging democra-
cies.20 One of the main premises of the research is that an international 
election observation has developed into an unevenly applied inter-
national norm. The records reflect that the majority of “established” 
democracies that have been “welcoming” observers in the true sense 
are those in developing countries. The records also show that to say that 
observers are generally welcomed is an overstatement of the practice as, 
in many cases; governments have initially resisted their presence. Bearing 
in mind the hegemonic nature of the international system it is clear that 
not all states are required to show their convergence with this normative 
standard of holding free and fair elections. But since not all Caribbean or 
even developing states have had international observers, and because as 
the research reveals, some governments are pressured into issuing invita-
tions, it is important that we try to identify any patterns in predicting 
which countries will have international observers.

With reference to the conditions requiring observers, Anglin sug-
gests that they are only practical in four main scenarios: in new states, 
post-civil war conditions, during the transformation of political regimes, 
and in founding elections where there is internal tension.21 He suggests 
that in rare cases international observers may be practical in consoli-
dated democracies with severe problems. The Commonwealth Caribbean 
countries under review do not fit neatly into any of these four, widely 
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accepted scenarios for international observers. This research proposes 
that there are special considerations in Caribbean societies that create 
a different set of loose typologies or “practical scenarios” for the pres-
ence of international observers. One main contribution of the research 
is therefore to propose a model of election observation that carefully 
reflects the special features of Caribbean politics.

Structure of Research

Chapter 2 establishes a foundation discussion on election observation 
that provides an important framework for several emergent issues in sub-
sequent chapters on the Caribbean in general, and Guyana, in particular. 
It approaches these issues from five main angles: defining observation; 
tracing the history of observation; exploring the issues relating to the 
use of free and fair elections as a reference standard; outlining the actors 
involved in observation; and discussing the conditions for and main pur-
poses of election observation.

Chapter 3 addresses the main concerns in the procedural and perfor-
mance-related activities of international observers. The shortcomings and 
problems associated with international election observation are organ-
ized around eight main areas. These are largely, but not exclusively, cat-
egorized according to the chronological order of various activities and 
stages involved in an election observation programme—pre-election 
period, the observation period and the post-election period. This chapter 
also presents views on the role, mandate and benefits of having interna-
tional observers.

Chapter 3 also provides a discussion on the nature of some of the 
challenges related to carrying out election observation such as negoti-
ating an invitation, overcoming the obstacle of sovereignty, and deter-
mining the prerequisites or political conditions for the presence of 
international observers. At the same time, the role of observers and their 
activities have been the subject of extensive criticism. To that extent, this 
chapter also explores arguments of vagueness, superficiality, inexperience, 
poor logistics that have been used to highlight the shortcomings of elec-
tion observation.

Chapter 4 establishes a Caribbean perspective on election observation 
by discussing the practice with specific reference to the Commonwealth 
countries that have had observers. First, it provides an overview of some 
of the main features of politics in the region. It then traces the origins of 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-59069-1_2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-59069-1_3
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-59069-1_3
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-59069-1_4
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regional election observation providing an answer to the main research 
question, “how observers came”. It also provides a chronology of the 
countries that have had elections observed and a discussion on the types 
of groups that have become involved in elections in the region. In this 
vein, the discussion explores some of the contentious issues in the Carter 
Centre observation of the 1997 Jamaican elections. It will highlight the 
main matters arising in other observations in other Caribbean countries. 
In presenting this survey of observation in the Caribbean, the research 
develops a case for the various scenarios in the region that have resulted 
in observed elections.

Chapter 5 assesses the political conditions in Guyana that created the 
basis for the presence of international observers. These include electoral 
fraud, racial conflict and the existence of deep political tensions. This 
chapter also considers other features of Guyana’s electoral system which 
required technical and administrative support. It also discusses  Guyana’s 
desire to show the international community its commitment to improv-
ing the electoral process.

Chapter 6 identifies the main features of Guyanese political cul-
ture and the main milestones in the country’s electoral politics. It out-
lines the process of how international observers became involved in the 
first elections in 1964. The main themes of racial division, a history of 
external involvement in elections, and problems in the administration of 
elections and how these justified the involvement of external actors in 
successive elections are also explored. The substantive discussion in this 
chapter is the overview and analysis of the observed elections in Guyana 
for the period 1964 to 2015. There have been eight such elections in 
Guyana involving at least five foreign or international groups. The coun-
try has also had local observers and the regional presence of CARICOM. 
In addition to the formal observation of elections, Guyana has received 
technical and financial support from a number of international agencies.

This chapter also covers the range of activities of observation missions 
from the invitation to the verdicts. It outlines the elections that have 
been observed, discusses the involvement of various actors and provides 
an analysis of the main issues and controversies in each election and a 
preliminary statement of the verdicts of the various observer delegations. 
It also offers insight on the different approaches to observation and the 
levels of involvement of the various groups. It shows how some groups 
are perceived differently and the tensions that may arise as a result. The 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-59069-1_5
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-59069-1_6
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discussion also provides different explanations for the proliferation of 
observer groups in Guyana.

Chapter 7 assesses the main findings of the study and outlines their 
implications for Caribbean countries. It re-examines the central research 
questions and offers explanations for the development and practice of 
election observation in these countries. It notes that the overall effect of 
international observation has been good, and creates an even more use-
ful synergy if there is a partnership with regional and local actors. The 
Caribbean experience has been that observation has improved countries’ 
international profile, provided material benefits, technical support and 
improved electoral conditions.

International election observation is no longer taboo. It has become 
a well-established, if not entrenched practice for many states. The main 
prerequisites for having observers have not changed. So, for instance, 
groups may not observe an election without an invitation from the gov-
ernment. This preserves the notion of the sovereign equality of states; 
especially since the majority of countries hosting international observers 
are still developing states. There, are however, developments in the pro-
cedural and technical aspects of international election observation. Some 
organizations now provide professional training courses in an effort to 
build a network and pool of electoral experts for observation missions.

There have been a few cases, (Maldives, 2012 and Tanzania 
{Zanzibar}, 2015) where teams have observed elections and assessed 
them as acceptable only to have the incumbents declare that there were 
several irregularities. While these are not Caribbean cases, they are tell-
ing of some of the issues arising from the observation of elections. Many 
observer groups now place greater emphasis on issues of gender—partici-
pation as voters or candidates—and the treatment of the elderly and disa-
bled. There are also new developments in election processes that affect 
some aspects of observation. For example, approximately 116 countries 
have legal provisions for external voting. Many of these are developing 
states or fledgling democracies most likely to have international observ-
ers. External voting complicates the logistical aspects of election observa-
tion. Chapter 7 will also explore these and other current trends in the 
field. Finally, International Observation in the Commonwealth Caribbean 
will consider future prospects for international election observation in 
the Caribbean and the wider international community.

Overall, the case of Guyana shows how the political circumstances 
throughout the last fifty years have placed the country in the position of 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-59069-1_7
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having to hold its elections up for international scrutiny. By the 1990s 
the participation of international election observers was a complex mix 
of three factors. First, it represented the continuation of a culture of vul-
nerability to political intervention because of persistent electoral turmoil. 
Second, the involvement of the Carter Center in 1992 suggested a tacit 
need for the post-Cold War US administration to make amends with 
Jagan and the PPP for the clandestine manipulation of electoral condi-
tions in the country. Finally, the decision to have international observ-
ers, especially in 1997 and 2002 was an acknowledgement and a strategic 
response to the development of an international trend for developing 
countries in particular.

Elections in 2006, 2011 and 2015 represented a different stage for 
election observation and political maturity in Guyana. This was due to 
internal factors as well as to some dynamics of the international envi-
ronment. Locally, the administration of elections in Guyana had drasti-
cally improved since 1992. This included several aspects of the election 
including the registration process, voting, campaigning, and issues 
related to racial voting. Overall, these elections witnessed substantial pro-
gressive advances to the extent that their observation was almost routine.

The normalization of election observation in other Caribbean coun-
tries and in other regions also helped to change the perception of 
observer groups from external actors imposing their will to international 
partners working to strengthen electoral and democratic processes.

This chapter has introduced the topic of international election obser-
vation as a growing global trend that has not escaped Caribbean coun-
tries. It has established that while there has been considerable research 
on the field, not enough of this applies to the Caribbean. It has shown 
that there is need for the description of the evolution of the practice 
in the region, and an even greater need for an evaluation of the role of 
international observers. The introduction has also shown how Guyana 
provides fertile ground for an analysis of the relevant issues pertaining 
to international election observation in the Commonwealth Caribbean 
by virtue of how the country’s experience relates to the rest of the 
Caribbean. Chapter 2 defines observation and explores its emergence 
and actors involved. It also examines the context of free and fair elections 
and sets out the conditions under which observation is done.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-59069-1_2
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Introduction

This chapter examines various aspects of the practice of international 
election observation. It establishes observation as a regular, prominent 
and rising feature of international relations that departs somewhat from 
the traditional notions of sovereignty. It establishes a foundation discus-
sion on election observation that provides an important framework for 
several emergent issues in subsequent chapters on the Caribbean in gen-
eral, and Guyana, in particular. It approaches these issues from five main 
angles: defining observation; tracing the history of observation; explor-
ing the issues relating to the use of free and fair elections as a reference 
standard; outlining the actors involved in observation; and discussing the 
conditions for and main purposes of election observation. The following 
section clarifies the technical differences between the terms “observe” 
and “monitor” and explains that they are frequently used interchange-
ably even by practitioners in the field.

Election Monitoring, Election Observation:  
Conceptual Clarifications

Generally, it may be plausible to define election monitoring as any third 
party or foreign presence in an election in which the outsider undertakes 
activities to assess the integrity of the electoral processes.1 The activi-
ties under a monitoring programme may include passive observation 
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of electoral processes, verification of voter registration lists or elec-
tion results, and the active mediation of electoral or political reforms.2 
Election monitoring involves the authority to observe an election process 
and to intervene in that process if relevant laws or standard procedures 
are being violated or ignored.3

Election monitoring is different from the overall administration of an 
election. It must also be distinguished from technical advice and mate-
rial assistance that may be provided to political parties, electoral advi-
sory committees, or civic groups before or during an election. However, 
while these activities may not be considered part of the actual monitor-
ing process, they play an integral role in complementing and reinforcing 
the complete programme of electoral assistance.4

Implicit in this definition is the notion that election observation is 
one component of a wider monitoring programme. Election observa-
tion entails the collection of information about an election or electoral 
process and making an informed assessment of that election or process 
based on that information.5 To be precise, therefore, the observation of 
an election is less intrusive than its monitoring, since observers are not 
usually permitted to directly influence the proceedings by their input.

Election observation may also take place at different levels. Observers 
may be international groups originating outside of the country where the 
election is to be held, or they may comprise domestic civic groups from 
within a country itself. Whatever their origin, election observers perform 
essentially the same scope of activities: they collect information about an 
election or electoral process and make informed judgements about that 
process based on that information.6 The task of observers is therefore 
twofold and limited primarily to the following main activities, namely 
watching the electoral process, and

a. � making a judgement on the process based on their observations.

Monitors, on the other hand, have a third tier inserted in their mandate:

a. � watching the electoral process
b. � intervening to identify and rectify violations and omissions
c. � making a judgement on the process based on their observations.

The main concern of this research is with the election observation as 
defined above and more comprehensively as:
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… the purposeful gathering of information regarding an electoral process, 
and the making of informed judgements on the conduct of that process on 
the basis of the information collected, by persons who are not inherently 
authorized to intervene in the process, and whose involvement in media-
tion or technical assistance activities should not be such as to jeopardize 
their main observation responsibilities.7

The central role of observers is to watch an election process, either 
exclusively on polling day, or for the entire range of proceedings includ-
ing the pre-election activities of administration, campaigning, or voter 
education; and activities after the actual polling such as ballot counting 
and the announcement of results; and conclude by making an assessment 
of their observations. In their written reports, observer teams may some-
times offer advice and strategies for improvement in areas in which they 
have identified weaknesses. They therefore have no official function in 
the administration or supervision of an election.8 It is the clear recogni-
tion of this limited and restricted mandate of election observation that 
usually provides the green light for its acceptance by the host country.

Not all authors make the above distinction between the terms moni-
toring and observation, and this has led to the interchangeable use of the 
terms. International election observation has been the more prevalent 
type of election assistance since it is less invasive and arguably infringes 
less on the sovereignty of the country in which elections are being held.

The Emergence of Election Observation  
and Monitoring

Early Instances

Election observation in sovereign nations was rare before the 1980s,9 
but in non-independent nations monitoring has taken place from as far 
back as the mid-1800s. One of the earliest international monitoring 
exercises took place in 1857 in Moldavia and Wallachia, which unified to 
become the State of Romania in 1859. These elections were monitored 
by a European team comprising individuals from France, Britain, Prussia, 
Russia, Austria, and Turkey.10 The international monitoring of these 
elections was significant, as they had to be re-held two months later due 
to charges of manipulation and fraud, which may have gone undetected 
without the presence of monitors.11
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Observation by the League of Nations and United Nations

The League of Nations was the first international organization to per-
form a major international observation or election supervisory role 
in the twentieth century. Election monitoring in this context, how-
ever, was primarily linked to the principle of self-determination and the 
rights of individuals to determine their political fate, and not so much 
to hold one’s political processes up to international scrutiny or solely 
to assess how well they compare with so called international standards. 
The League’s first experience in this area was the observation of the con-
duct of the plebiscite on the Saar Question in 1935. The proceedings 
ran smoothly, with the majority of the electorate voting for reunification 
with Germany.12 Arguably, the League’s role in the Saar plebiscite cre-
ated the first skeletal model for the basic principles of effective interna-
tional election observation—impartiality and neutrality.13

After World War II, the UN became the main organization that con-
ducted the international monitoring of elections. Initially, it continued 
the mandate of its predecessor organization in overseeing a number of 
plebiscites, referenda and elections under two main sets of circumstances. 
First, the UN observed monitored elections in divided countries—the 
first example being the May 1948 elections in South Korea and later in 
Germany.14 The second and more frequent example of early UN interna-
tional election monitoring was conducted, as in the case of the League, 
largely under the principle of the right of self-determination of peoples. 
Here, especially since the 1960s, the UN encouraged decolonization 
efforts and supported these by monitoring elections in several trust and 
non-self-governing countries.15 In recent years, this activity has become 
rare but not non-existent.16

Ad hoc Observation

After the major wave of decolonization of the 1960s election observation 
occurred sporadically. As Bjornlund notes, observation for some time 
was, “an ad hoc response of a few outsiders to critically important elec-
tions in particular countries”.17 Earlier versions of this phase of obser-
vation include the Commonwealth’s involvement in Guyana (1964) and 
the UN in Panama (1977). Rhodesia’s transition to independence as 
Zimbabwe (1980) and the exposure of fraud in the Philippines (1986) 
and Panama (1989) are similar examples of this type of response. Of 
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these, the UN’s involvement in Panama (1977) most closely resembles 
contemporary election observation. This was the first instance of obser-
vation in a sovereign state in response to the state’s request.18 However, 
it does not receive widespread acknowledgement as a major milestone in 
the development of the practice, as the exercise was discreetly referred 
to as a “witnessing” of the election. Terminology aside, the 1977 
Panamanian election holds an important place in the history of election 
observation.

Within the Caribbean, Guyana (1964) is the first state to have had 
international election observers. The Guyanese desire to have an external 
presence was the result of Jagan’s concern about the destabilizing effects 
of US policies and actions. The invitation of Commonwealth observers 
was therefore an effort to counteract this interference. This is just one of 
the several cases that reflect the wider outplay of Cold War politics in the 
region and generally as evidenced in an overview of the timeline of US 
foreign policy strategies from as early as the 1950s.

These containment strategies evolved out of a desire to project and 
exert power by unsettling or overthrowing regimes that were seen 
as posing a threat to the USA.19 So, for example, the overthrowing 
of Mohammad Mosaddeq in Iran and Jacabo Arbenz in Guatemala in 
1954, are well known to be early applications of this Cold War policy. 
Likewise, the 1961 Bay of Pigs invasion of Cuba, 1965 invasion of the 
Dominican Republic and 1983 invasion of Grenada are regional variants 
of these overt anti-Communism tactics. So although Guyana has never 
pursued Communist policies, as Sylvan and Majeski note, Jagan’s insuf-
ficient hostility to Communism presented an element of insecurity to the 
USA.20 This early observation of elections must therefore be placed in 
this wider framework of the geopolitics of global tensions.

Post-Cold War Observation in Sovereign States

The end of the Cold War facilitated the emergence of a second-gener-
ation consensus on democracy. The observation of elections in newly 
independent states in Eastern and Central Europe during this period cre-
ated a momentum of the practice. The simultaneous agenda of the UN 
and the OAS in other regions further entrenched observation and sub-
sequently led to its establishment in sovereign states. The promotion of 
liberal democracy during this phase became the perfect banner to control 
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and limit the manoeuvrability of states that were likely to oppose the new 
status quo of US dominance in world politics.

The first of these, and the milestone of election observation in sover-
eign states, was in Nicaragua (1989). The minister of foreign affairs of 
Nicaragua issued an invitation to the UN and OAS to observe upcom-
ing elections in the country. This invitation was an explicit tactic used 
to legally reconcile the notions of sovereignty and non-interference in 
the affairs of states and was consolidated by the support of other Central 
American states.21 At the same time, the request for observers equally 
reflected the expressed commitment to the promotion and encourage-
ment of democratic principles.22

Thus, the first official team of international observers to a sovereign 
state was established in 1989 and endorsed by both the UN General 
Assembly and Security Council.23 This UN Observer Mission to 
Nicaragua (ONUVEN) sets a precedent for the invitation of observers 
to an election as a respect for sovereignty. Subsequent missions to Haiti 
(1990) and Angola (1992) continued to regularize election observation 
as a trend, albeit with varying levels of involvement and success. As the 
following section shows, other local, regional and international actors 
have become active practitioners of this trend.

Actors Involved in the Observation of Caribbean Elections

This section introduces some of the actors involved in the international 
monitoring and observation of elections. The actors include interna-
tional and regional intergovernmental organizations, international and 
foreign nongovernmental organizations, and local observers. The main 
international intergovernmental organizations that observe elections are 
the United Nations and the Commonwealth. On a regional level, the 
OAS has the longest history of observation in Member States. The EU 
and CARICOM have had a shorter history in the field, but have been 
prominent players in the Caribbean, and Guyana, in particular. The 
Carter Center is the most prominent nongovernmental organization that 
observes elections in foreign countries, while there are several local non-
governmental organizations that have taken on the practice in their own 
countries. This section provides an overview of how the full range of 
actors became involved in observing elections and lays the groundwork 
of how they operate in sovereign states.
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The United Nations

As noted above, the UN’s involvement in electoral assistance during the 
period following its inception was largely geared towards promoting 
the principle of self-determination of peoples.24 In subsequent periods, 
this involvement has been motivated by additional concerns of promot-
ing civil and political rights and human rights in general, as evidenced in 
the provisions of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) 
and the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR). 
Additionally, within the UN’s series of declarations on Enhancing the 
Effectiveness of the Principle of Periodic and Genuine Elections, Resolution 
45/150 asserts the importance of the organization’s role in electoral 
assistance. Hence, paragraph 2 states that:

… periodic and genuine elections are a necessary and indispensable element 
of sustained efforts to protect the rights and interests of the governed and 
that, as a matter of practical experience, the right of everyone to take part 
in the government of his or her country is a crucial factor in the effective 
enjoyment by all of a wide range of other human rights and fundamental 
freedoms, embracing political, economic, social and cultural rights.25

Paragraph 3 establishes the environment that fosters an electoral pro-
cess that is conducive to the determination of the will of the people. 
Most importantly, this Resolution tries to reconcile the duty of the inter-
national community to promote the principle of “periodic and genuine 
elections”, with the duty of members to acknowledge and respect the 
sovereignty of States and their accompanying right to freely choose the 
political model they deem appropriate for their countries. Additionally, 
this Resolution sets the stage for the formalization of the organization’s 
role in electoral assistance by asking States to consider the “ways in 
which the United Nations can respond to the requests of Member States 
as they seek to promote and strengthen their electoral institutions and 
procedures”.

As a preliminary response to improve the organization’s capacity to 
provide electoral assistance to Member States, the UN Secretary-General 
designated the Under-Secretary-General for Political Affairs as the Focal 
Point for Electoral Assistance Activities. As a further response to Article 
10 of Resolution 45/150, the Electoral Assistance Division (EAD) was 
established in 1992, following the passing of Resolution 46/137.26 These 
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provisions sought to formalize the UN’s role in electoral assistance follow-
ing its involvement in Nicaragua, Haiti and Angola. The main functions 
of the EAD range from conducting needs assessment missions, providing 
logistical support to observer groups and providing electoral assistance.

Because of the volume of requests it receives for various types of 
electoral assistance, the UN has established a “binding note of guid-
ance” which clearly stipulates the requirements for the organization’s 
involvement. The most basic of these is the need for a formal invita-
tion or request from the relevant Member State before it will observe 
an election. This basic requirement maintains a respect for the principle 
of sovereignty and has set the pace for other organizations that observe 
elections. The comprehensive mandate of the EAD involves considerably 
more tasks than the monitoring and observation of elections.27 It func-
tions with a core complement of staff, along with “short-term electoral 
experts” and works in collaboration with other UN agencies, and with 
intergovernmental and non-governmental organizations.28

As a specialist in the field of electoral assistance, the UN receives 
more requests per year for election observation than any other organiza-
tion.29 The magnitude of costs associated with deploying even short-term 
observer missions, places severe restraints on the UN in fulfilling these 
requests. In addition to resource constraints, the UN has been criticized 
for being too bureaucratic in the processing of observer requests and in 
the deployment of observer missions. This is a criticism that is not specific 
to its electoral assistance activities, but to the overall nature and procedure 
of the organization.30 In recognition of its organizational shortcomings, 
the UN also administers electoral observation through the Office of the 
High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR). Through these agen-
cies, the UN delegates some of its observation activities to other external 
organizations and collaborates with them for establishing standards in the 
field. Other intergovernmental organizations such as the Commonwealth, 
the EU and the OAS therefore operate within a similar general framework 
as the UN. Despite this overarching framework, the UN has not directly 
operated in the Commonwealth Caribbean.

The Commonwealth

As a voluntary association of independent sovereign states, the 
Commonwealth has expressed its commitment to the principle of demo-
cratic governance. While there is no constitution or charter that explicitly 
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establishes the principles of the association, there are a few instruments that 
are indicative of these.31 The Declaration of Commonwealth Principles 32 
and the Harare Declaration, of 1991,33 for example, both outline the asso-
ciation’s commitment to “fundamental political values”. Among these are 
democracy and good governance, respect for human rights and gender 
equality, the rule of law, and sustainable economic and social development. 
More specifically, Article 9 of the Harare Declaration pledges to concen-
trate on a number of areas including “democracy, democratic processes 
and institutions which reflect national circumstances, the rule of law and 
just and honest government”.34 Further, the Declaration reinforces the 
association’s commitment to these principles by promising to “respond 
to requests from members for assistance in entrenching the practices of 
democracy, accountable administration, and the rule of law”.35

The Commonwealth’s first informal observation mission was to 
Guyana in 1964 and its first in an independent nation was to Uganda in 
1980. International election observation has therefore been part of the 
organization’s activities for some time. However, it did not become an 
official part of the mandate until years after the first mission. More spe-
cifically, paragraph 2 of the Millbrook Commonwealth Action Programme 
of 1995 on the Harare Declaration declares that the Secretariat will pro-
vide advice, training and other forms of technical assistance including 
electoral assistance and electoral observation “at the request of the mem-
ber governments concerned”.36 As of May 2008, the Commonwealth 
has organized approximately 52 observer missions in Member States 
since the first official mission to Uganda. The majority of missions have 
been to observe general elections, while a few have involved participation 
in Constitution Commissions, arrangements preceding general elections, 
provision of expert teams37 and for negotiations on electoral matters.

Generally, the Commonwealth has followed established interna-
tional requirements and basic codes of conduct for international election 
observation. As is standard, it requires an invitation from the electoral 
authority in the country that is holding the election before it will agree 
to observe an election. After this is done, the organization will dispatch 
a pre-election mission team usually a few days before the election. This 
team meets with the main stakeholders to gain a better idea of the main 
issues, concerns and controversies of the upcoming election. This pre-
liminary assessment is an integral step as the Commonwealth will not 
accept an invitation unless there is broad support for its involvement. 
It is also important to assess whether the existing political climate and 
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electoral conditions can reasonably produce an election that meets mini-
mum standards.

Commonwealth teams usually comprise former heads of government 
and heads of electoral authorities from various Member States. Their ver-
dicts are normally issued and published in a formal report shortly after an 
election. They have generally been non-controversial and speak to how 
well an election has reflected the will of the people. The Commonwealth 
has preferred to assess elections in these general terms since its aban-
donment of the problematic “free and fair” after elections in Kenya 
(1992).38 They have not been without problems, however, as the effort 
to publish timely results has sometimes been overtaken by complications 
in the post-election period as shown in Guyana (1992). Additionally, 
the recommendations in these reports have also been manipulated by 
disgruntled opposition parties.39 Despite these challenges, however, the 
Commonwealth is generally regarded as efficient and impartial.

The Organization of American States

The OAS has had a fairly long history of involvement in the electoral 
activities of Member States. Almost from its inception, the organization’s 
Charter has valued the role of representative democracy in achieving 
peace and stability in the region. The first election observation under-
taken by the OAS was in Costa Rica in 1962. Between 1962 and 1989, 
for example, the organization sent some 29 missions to 11 countries. 
Several of these earlier missions were more an extension of US policy of 
containment during a period of Cold War tensions. This context does not 
absolve the OAS of criticisms of political manipulation or lending legiti-
macy to fraudulent elections. However, these missions cannot reason-
ably be held under the same scrutiny as those that have begun to operate 
within the contemporary framework of internationally established guide-
lines and codes of conduct given the political realities of the era.

Since 1989, the OAS has consistently made signals that indicate its 
emphasis on the importance of democracy. These include the establish-
ment of the Unit for the Promotion of Democracy (UPD) in 1990, 
which spearheaded at least 70 observer missions in almost 25 Member 
States over a ten-year period.40 This unit has now been replaced by the 
Department of Electoral Cooperation (DECO).

The 1991 Santiago Resolution and the 1992 Protocol of Washington 
reinforced the organization’s mechanisms for reacting to regional 
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threats to democracy. By 2001, the Third Summit of the Americas con-
solidated OAS’s commitment to democracy and resulted in the Inter-
American Democratic Charter (IDC). This instrument offers a strong 
acknowledgement of the importance of elections and introduced the 
notion of democratic government as a right. Article 24 the IDC facili-
tates the role of election observers within the framework and norms of 
the OAS. Further, the Declaration of Principles of International Election 
Observation was spearheaded by the OAS in 2005. This instrument 
reflects the central role that election observation plays in the organiza-
tion’s democracy agenda.

The OAS has sent just under 180 observer missions to 26 countries 
since 1989. There has been a steady increase in the number of states 
requesting or hosting observer missions. Of the 35 Member States, eight 
have never had OAS observers: Argentina, Barbados, Brazil, Canada, 
Cuba, Trinidad & Tobago Uruguay and until November 2016, the USA.

Like the UN and Commonwealth, the OAS holds the basic require-
ments for an invitation from the government or electoral body in the 
country requesting observers. The organization also supports the notion 
of widespread support for its presence. Unlike the Commonwealth, the 
OAS does not publish a final report within weeks of an election. Instead 
it issues an interim statement on the election. This approach insulates the 
observer missions from accusations of making hasty or superficial ver-
dicts. At the same time, however, the relatively late publication of OAS 
observation reports makes the organization vulnerable to another type of 
criticism. The wait for a comprehensive assessment of the election does 
not provide the quick response expected by the international community.

European Union

The EU has observed forty-six elections in thirty-two non-Mem-
ber States since 1993 when it observed its first election in Russia. The 
guiding principle of EU election observation is similar to that of other 
regional actors and reiterates the notion of the promotion of democracy 
and respect for human rights. The organization has been most involved 
in Africa and Asia with slightly fewer instances in the latter.41 The EU 
has observed ten elections in seven Latin American states in addition to 
Haiti and Guyana, in the Caribbean.

The EU operates in slightly different ways from other actors that 
observe elections. To begin with, the organization does not have a 
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specialized unit, department or officer that is expressly responsible for 
observation activities. The authority or decision to become involved in 
third-country elections is shared among three institutions: the European 
Commission(EC), the EU Parliament, and the Council of Ministers.42 
The organization operates according to basic guidelines outlined in 
the Commission’s Communication on Elections Observation and 
Assistance.43

Another important departure in practice is the nature and autonomy 
of election observation. The EU regards observation as a “political com-
plement to election assistance”.44 While this general philosophy is not 
peculiar to the organization, the election observation by the EU is usu-
ally more explicitly presented as just one component of a wider package 
of an assistance programme to a third country. In effect, commitments to 
grant financial, technical or other support are often tied to specific con-
ditionalities including, but not limited to, the country agreeing to the 
presence of EU observers. Within this context, therefore, election obser-
vation does not stand on its own as a single policy, strategy or activity.

This approach has direct implications on another aspect of EU elec-
tion observation that is radically different from a basic requirement of 
other organizations. The EU requires a request for involvement from the 
government of a host country. However, it states that it will also accept 
“a clear indication of the government’s willingness to have EU observ-
ers, even when not formally expressed”.45 This provision facilitates exter-
nal involvement by the EU without the formal invitation which other 
groups expressly state as a standard requirement. While the notion of 
what constitutes a “clear indication” is open for discussion, the EU’s 
approach does not have to be read as a disdain or lack of respect for the 
sovereignty of other states. Rather, it acknowledges the strong likelihood 
that the EU will first negotiate assistance in primary areas related to gov-
ernance and includes election observation as a secondary or peripheral 
component. The organization’s practice on requiring minimum stand-
ards is consistent with other groups.

The Caribbean Community

The Caribbean Community (CARICOM) was established to foster eco-
nomic cooperation, coordination of foreign policy and functional coop-
eration in several areas. While these have been the priority areas of the 
organization, the Charter of Civil Society (1997) contains separate 
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provisions outlining CARICOM’s stance on the promotion of democracy 
through the “existence of a fair and open democratic system”.46 Similarly, 
CARICOM states, through their overlapping membership in the OAS 
and the Commonwealth, have supported the relevant declarations, state-
ments and resolutions on the importance and role of democracy.

With respect to the observation of elections, CARICOM’s role has 
traditionally been to participate indirectly through having representa-
tives from Member States serve on OAS missions. On its own, however, 
the organization is a newcomer to election observation. Its first observa-
tion was a joint OAS mission to Haiti in 2000, followed shortly after 
by a mission to Suriname in the same year. CARICOM has consistently 
observed an average of two elections per year since then. In all, it has 
mounted twenty missions in eleven countries between 2000 and 2010.

Its requirements regarding an invitation, general consent and the 
existence of minimum standards are consistent with other organiza-
tions. CARICOM statements have generally expressed satisfaction with 
the elections the organization has observed, although as in the case of 
Guyana (2001), they have also highlighted areas that require improve-
ment. Generally, these statements describe elections as free, orderly, 
peaceful or reflecting the will of the people. CARICOM observer reports 
are not readily accessible for interested parties or the general public in 
any form. These run counter to best practices for observer groups.

NGOs

Non-governmental organizations (NGOs) include the Carter Center, The 
National Democratic Institute for International Affairs (NDI) and The 
International Foundation for Election Systems (IFES), all based in the 
USA.47 These groups are privately funded but often operate in collabora-
tion with the OAS. This organizational association and home base status 
contribute to the impression of these organizations as agents of the USA 
rather than as independent non-governmental organizations. Finally, there 
are several local groups that observe elections as domestic initiatives.48

Domestic Versus International

While the traditional agents of election observing have been interna-
tional and interregional organizations, these and other domestic obser-
vation groups have become key players in observation efforts. The 
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increased and often combined presence of local and international observ-
ers has contributed to the debate concerning which group commands a 
greater role.49 In general, international observer groups would seem to 
have a clear advantage because they usually have stronger reputations, 
greater financial resources (hence sustainability and continuity), more 
democracy expertise and experience, technical competence and logistical 
capacity. Internationally organized efforts have the resources to quickly 
establish and dispatch observer missions with the necessary training and 
experience in most relevant areas including election legislation, electoral 
audits, parallel vote counting and other technical areas that facilitate the 
smooth implementation of an observer mission.

In contrast, domestic observer missions tend to be lacking in most of 
these fundamental areas of financing, technical and logistical support.50 
Some citizens groups are inexperienced, have little or no technical exper-
tise, and in some instances bureaucracies further hinder the implemen-
tation of their efforts. Added to these likely resource deficiencies, local 
observer groups have a difficult time convincing the public of their 
impartiality and neutrality. Confidence in international teams is normally 
a function of the groups’ records of accomplishment, reputation and 
legitimacy and distance from day-to-day activities in the country.51

Domestic initiatives, on the other hand, are prone to a number of 
deficiencies. They are often criticized as being less objective and pre-
disposed to be affected by their history and political processes. Citizens 
groups also confront the challenge of convincing their populations and 
the international community of the integrity of their intentions. Much 
scepticism is often directed to these groups because they are often moti-
vated by the desire to change the status quo. They are therefore not 
always well received by governments and the relevant electoral agen-
cies.52

The debate does not close with the advantage skewed entirely towards 
international observation groups. These groups are often criticized 
because of their lack of roots or permanency in the countries in which 
they observe elections. Domestic observers have an advantage in this 
respect as they remain in the country following elections and may con-
tinue to observe the repercussions and implications of the entire political 
process regardless of the outcome of the elections. Their deeper knowl-
edge of the political process and ability to employ larger numbers of 
observers also place them in a better position than international groups. 
International observer missions usually leave a number of days after 
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the election and from there on remain outside of the country’s politi-
cal milieu, a fact which makes their sustained contribution to a country’s 
electoral system highly unlikely. Some international observer groups have 
acknowledged this limitation and now supplement short-term observa-
tion with long-term observer groups or by establishing offices in the host 
country for follow-up support and activities.

But this discussion concerning the relative advantages and disadvan-
tages of international and domestic observing groups is not intended to 
suggest that the groups should operate in a mutually exclusive manner.53 
Chand posits that, in the end, the two are complementary forces that 
produce a synergistic outcome. Both non-partisan domestic groups and 
international observer groups contribute significantly to the institution-
alization and consolidation of democracies.54 The interaction between 
these diverse actors is essential because the activities of one will reinforce 
and supplement the shortcomings of the other actor.

This is particularly important when considering the coverage that 
both types of observer groups are able to provide. Generally, local 
groups have more observers than international observer teams. The 
number of observers fielded has often determined whether teams are sta-
tionary or roving. In this regard, since local groups are able to deploy 
more observers they usually remain in one polling station for the entire 
Election Day or at least a greater portion of the day. This approach pro-
vides more consistent presence than international observers who are usu-
ally in smaller numbers and move around from one polling area to next, 
staying for much shorter periods.

In several cases, there have been at least two election observer groups 
working together. In the 1990 Nicaraguan elections, there were mis-
sions from the UN, the OAS and the Council of Freely Elected Heads 
of Government55 as well as a local observer group, Etica y Transperencia. 
Citizens Action for Free and Fair Elections (CAFFE) in Jamaica and the 
Electoral Assistance Bureau (EAB) in Guyana are the two important 
local non-governmental organizations that observed elections alongside, 
albeit independently of, international teams. This multiple involvement 
of actors has its advantages. Domestic groups are usually more capable of 
providing a larger number of observers than international missions. This 
is an important factor as it improves the level of coverage in a country 
on Election Day. Also, where both groups offer compatible conclusions 
on the outcome of an election, this may enhance the credibility of both 
actors and reduce the likelihood of conflict and chaos. Opposition parties 
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and the public are also likely to be more receptive to the conclusions 
of observer groups when they offer similar assessments of the electoral 
outcome. This credibility enhances and magnifies the role of domestic 
groups in election-related activities which may occur between general 
elections and assists in garnering long-term civic support for free and fair 
elections.

Finally, the attention given to the importance of domestic groups 
must be extended from merely acknowledging their importance as com-
plementing the work of international observers. The debate concerning 
the link between civil society and democratization suggests that the co-
ordination and support of local movements in electoral affairs play an 
important role in fostering democracy.56 The participation of domestic 
observers may, in this vein, be seen as a necessary part of the political 
process if democracy is to be sustainable. Co-ordination between inter-
national and domestic observers is therefore crucial and not simply an 
option or preference. On a practical note, in the light of the increasing 
reality of limited funding for international observer missions, domestic 
initiatives may be forced to take more responsibility and greater initia-
tive in observation activities. Moreover, donor agencies may find it more 
affordable to fund local initiatives and therefore channel more of their 
resources in this area.57 It must be noted, however, that it is unlikely that 
international observers will be replaced by local observers until there is 
consensus that a country’s elections have reached acceptable standards.

States

Many states have promoted democracy as part of their foreign policy 
agenda. The USA, UK, Sweden, France and other Western powers have 
espoused the view that democracies remain peaceful among themselves 
and generally do not go to war.58 Increasing the number of countries 
that have democratic political systems is therefore in this view, the best 
strategy to achieve world peace and stability.59 The USA has been one of 
the most assertive, albeit inconsistent promoters of democracy in varying 
degrees over the last 50 years.

At the international level, the USA has helped steer the policy of the 
United Nations, the OAS and other international organizations. In all 
these institutions, the USA has been instrumental in promoting the 
idea of support for democratic governance. The mandate of the US 
State Department’s Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labour 
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includes the promotion of “democracy as a means to achieve security, 
stability, and prosperity for the entire world”.60 In doing this, the Bureau 
is also committed to identifying and denouncing regimes “that deny 
their citizens the right to choose their leaders in elections that are free, 
fair and transparent”.61

One noticeable feature of the US policy of democracy assistance 
is inconsistency in application. Democracy promotion has often been 
abandoned where it is superseded by other foreign policy interests. So, 
for instance, while different administrations promoted the importance 
of democratic values, it has not been uncommon for the USA to sup-
port non-democratic or authoritarian regimes in some countries such as 
Pakistan, or to ignore them elsewhere—Saudi Arabia, China.62 This issue 
has raised questions concerning the philosophical thinking behind the 
democracy assistance programmes of the USA and other Western coun-
tries. It has also created substantial cynicism suggesting that such efforts 
are merely the reflection of realpolitik.

Assessing Elections

Elections as Central to Democracy

One of most obvious roles of the election observation agenda is to evalu-
ate the election process. It is widely accepted that elections are but one 
of a number of components considered necessary for an effective democ-
racy.63 They are a pivotal part of the democratization process not only 
for transitional governments but also for those with more established 
democratic traditions. And although elections are arguably not always 
the most important element, they are the most obvious and frequently 
used gauges of a country’s political process.64 The prominence given 
to elections, and the accompanying emphasis on their importance, may 
often create the impression that elections are the sole prerequisite of a 
democratic system. However, if one departs from the conventional 
goal-oriented definition of democracy and adopts an approach that 
pays greater attention to democracy as a process, this tendency may be 
reduced.65

The process-oriented approach, which examines, among other things, 
the legislative, institutional, and procedural aspects of democracy, 
encourages an appropriate focus: in this approach, elections are viewed 
as one important component of plural democracy, but other factors are 
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also given due consideration.66 Other important institutional prerequi-
sites of democracy include representatives or elected officials; freedom of 
expression; freedom of access to alternative and independent sources of 
information; associational autonomy or the freedom to form independ-
ent associations or organizations; and inclusive citizenship or the right 
of access to all rights and freedoms subject to national laws. The debate 
surrounding excessive attention to the polls persists, but the consensus is 
that, at minimum, while democracy should be more than a free election, 
it cannot be less.67

This acknowledgment of the centrality of elections is most signifi-
cantly reflected in the Universal Declaration on Human Rights adopted 
by the United Nations General Assembly in 1948.68 The Declaration 
states in part that:

… (t)he will of the people shall be the authority of a government; this will 
shall be expressed in periodic and genuine elections which shall be by uni-
versal and equal suffrage and shall be held by secret vote or by equivalent 
free voting procedures.69

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights is a resolution of the 
General Assembly of the United Nations, and thus, it is not binding in 
itself. It is suggested, however, that some provisions of this resolution 
are binding, either as authoritative interpretations of the United Nations 
Charter70 or as rules that provide evidence of customary international 
law.71 Thus, although the Declaration may not be binding per se, the 
pronouncement on the significance of periodic and genuine elections 
seems to have passed into the corpus of binding international law.

Moreover, the language of the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights on this issue has unquestionably been given binding, legal form 
through Article 25 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights (the ICCPR). Article 25(a) indicates that every citizen shall have 
the right and the opportunity to take part “in the conduct of public 
affairs, directly or through freely chosen representatives”. This provision 
is reinforced by Article 25(b) which affirms that everyone shall have the 
right:

(b) to vote and to be elected at genuine and periodic elections which shall 
be universal and equal suffrage and shall be held by secret ballot, guaran-
teeing the free expression of the will of the electors.
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The precise elements of the right to participate in government and 
comprehensive electoral rights are fully and clearly defined. Governments 
of diverse political persuasions recognize the electoral process as a cen-
tral facet of the process of democratization.72 This perspective is reflected 
in part in the numerous requests that the United Nations has received 
from Member States for electoral assistance. Since 1989, over 140 States, 
about three-quarters of the organization’s membership, have solicited 
expertise in areas ranging from the drafting of constitutions, and the de-
politicization of military establishments, to the encouragement and facili-
tation of the active participation of citizens in political processes.73 This 
is in stark contrast to less than five requests per year before 1991.74

The United Nations responded to this increased attention and empha-
sis in General Assembly Resolution 46/137(1991). This provision 
appropriately reiterates the importance of the poll by acknowledging 
elections as an integral component of the democratic process. It states:

… periodic and genuine elections are a necessary and indispensable ele-
ment of sustained efforts to protect the rights and interest of the gov-
erned, and, as a matter of practical experience, the right of everyone to 
take part in the government of his or her country is a crucial factor in the 
effective enjoyment by all of a wide range of other human rights and fun-
damental freedoms.75

The records of the UN and other regional and international inter-
governmental organizations therefore underscore the importance of elec-
tions in the democratic process and the right of all people to participate 
in elections.76

Within the Caribbean, individual state legislation is not necessar-
ily consistent with these regional and international pronouncements. 
It might be generally accepted that elections are central to democracy. 
However, there is no constitutional right to vote in some Caribbean ter-
ritories. Specifically, Barbados, The Bahamas and Jamaica do not include 
the right to vote in their constitutions. This lack of protection of the 
right to vote in these jurisdictions clearly undermines the notion that for 
these countries, elections are central.

On the other hand, in countries that do not enshrine the right to vote 
in constitutional form, this right is to be found in other state legisla-
tion. So, for example, in Jamaica, the Representation of the People’s Act 
indicates the circumstances in which persons have the right to vote and 
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the preconditions for the exercise of this right. Further, the Charter of 
Rights currently under review in Jamaica suggests that the right to vote 
is to be given constitutional protection. In other words, Jamaica, by vir-
tue of national legislation and constitutional proposals has clearly moved 
in the direction of giving legal significance to the right to vote as a part 
of the democratic process.

It must also be noted that the absence of constitutional provisions on 
the right to vote in some Caribbean countries is the minority position 
in the region. For instance, Guyana, the country at the Center of this 
research, is clear on its commitment to the right of citizens to partici-
pate in elections. Section 59 of the Constitution accords every person 
over the age of eighteen to vote at an election. Similarly, Trinidad and 
Tobago77 and St. Lucia78 exemplify countries that make provision for a 
constitutional right to vote. In addition, the CARICOM Civil Charter 
commits states to the holding of free elections.79 It is therefore reason-
able to conclude that despite a few theoretical exceptions, the Caribbean 
views on the significance of elections and the associated rights of citizens 
to participate are consistent with prevailing international approaches.

Free and Fair

Until the early 1990s, no comprehensive discussion on any aspect of elec-
tions was complete without addressing the term “free and fair”. Voters, 
political parties, the media, academics and other stakeholders in an elec-
tion would generally anticipate a verdict on whether an election was 
“free and fair”, “free but not fair”, or “neither free nor fair” even if not 
entirely clear on the meaning of these phrases. This discussion considers 
the notion of free and fair elections so frequently mentioned in the litera-
ture on democracy and elections. The sharpened focus on elections and 
the increased scrutiny of the efficiency of their processes has also resulted 
in a more critical focus on the statements made to assess them. Further, 
since the main task of election observers is to provide an assessment of 
the quality of elections, the discussion also examines the use, overuse and 
avoidance of the term in these assessments. This section traces the origins 
of the term “free and fair” in relation to elections and briefly critiques 
various approaches to deconstructing it into tangible, identifiable criteria. 
It also discusses the development of alternative phrases that provide more 
comprehensive and realistic assessments of elections.
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The “free and fair” catch phrase for observers, journalists and aca-
demics is used especially in the context of an assessment of post-conflict 
and transitional elections. Some of the earliest references appear in com-
ments from the USA regarding the situation in particular Latin American 
countries. In this context, Bjornlund records the US use of the phrase in 
projecting the future of Nicaragua in 1927.80 Yet even earlier references 
exist. For example, the US Government offered guarantees in 1913, “of 
free and fair elections”81 in the Dominican Republic82; this was not an 
isolated foreign policy strategy of the USA. A focus on elections was part 
of a wider US strategy to extend its influence and exert control in the 
Caribbean and Latin America. Various US representatives mentioned the 
need for “free and fair” elections in various countries in the region. With 
reference to Mexico (1920), for example, there is mention of the need 
for “free and fair elections” amidst an impending revolutionary move-
ment.83 Not long after, the view was expressed that “Haiti (1921) needs 
a chance of a free and fair election” with no interference by the military 
occupation.84 Similarly, the issue was raised with respect to Honduras 
(1923) and Nicaragua (1925).85

Outside of the context of US policy, the term has appeared, for 
instance, in the assessment of the United Nations observation of elec-
tions in Togoland in 1956 and later in Namibia in 1978.86 Since then, 
it gained momentum as the phrase of choice for stating whether an elec-
toral process has run smoothly or not. As a point of clarification, it must 
be noted that the USA was involved in these regional elections, and so 
the concept of “free and fair” elections in the United Nations context is, 
in some respects, a reflection of the US perspective on political outcomes 
in these cases. Sometimes this link is identified in order to criticize the 
USA for its activities in the national affairs of sovereign countries, and in 
this regard, Chomsky’s famous declaration that “only the most extreme 
hypocrite would speak of a free election” with reference to Nicaragua 
(1989) has been given wide publicity.87

The “free and fair” assessment evolved as a generic default term com-
monly used by international observers who were expected to provide a 
fast and simple description of an election.88 The continued tendency to 
focus on elections in the early 1990s and the subsequent efforts to evalu-
ate if they were free and fair evolved into a sustained mission to formal-
ize and explain this benchmark. A major milestone in this discourse is 
the Declaration on Criteria for Free and Fair Elections adopted by the 
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Inter-Parliamentary Council in March 1994. It states that “the author-
ity of the government can only derive from the will of the people as 
expressed in genuine, free and fair elections held at regular intervals on 
the basis of universal, equal and secret suffrage”.89 Although this declara-
tion was preceded by the Vienna Declaration of Programme and Action 
(1993) which promotes assistance “for the conduct of free and fair elec-
tions”, it is the first to offer a consensus on a comprehensive set of con-
ditions for and elements of free and fair elections.90

At the international level, the UN continued the momentum to 
emphasize the importance of free and fair elections through a number 
of initiatives. The first recognizes “periodic, free and fair” elections as an 
integral facet of promoting and consolidating democracy.91 The Warsaw 
Declaration (2000) resonates with a similar stance on the significance 
of “holding regular, free and fair elections”.92 From a slightly different 
angle, a subsequent General Assembly resolution highlights the nexus 
between “periodic, free and fair elections” and human rights.93 These 
initiatives consistently reflect the idea that a minimum electoral standard 
is required for effective and sustainable democracies.

Other Institutional Perspectives

Regionally, a simultaneous wave of declarations and agreements rein-
forced the focus on free and fair elections. It is interesting to note 
that the Caribbean has been a pioneer in this respect. The CARICOM 
Charter for Civil Society was first developed in 1992 and adopted by the 
Heads of Government in 1997. It indicates that:

States shall ensure the existence of a fair and democratic system through 
the holding of free elections at reasonable intervals, by secret ballot, 
underpinned by an electoral system in which all can have confidence and 
which will ensure the free expression of the will of the people in the choice 
of their representatives.94

Despite criticisms that  it “has no legal standing”95 and “needs to 
be legally binding,”96 the Charter has steered the region’s policy direc-
tives towards issues of improved governance. As Goldberg notes, 
“CARICOM has placed great emphasis on free and fair elections among 
its Member States”.97
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The commitment of the Charter to the development of electoral 
capacities was manifested in the strategies taken to restore confidence 
to the electoral process in Guyana. The St. Lucia Statement set out the 
agenda on how CARICOM planned to proceed to mediate the politi-
cal conflict in Guyana and stabilize the protracted crisis in the aftermath 
of the 1997 elections. As this research shows, CARICOM’s involvement 
during this period was instrumental in ameliorating social and political 
upheaval in the country, despite the previous heavy presence of interna-
tional observers.

Another alleged weakness of the CARICOM Charter is that it pro-
vides no authority for CARICOM to expel from that organization a 
Member State “which repudiates the democratic process by violence and 
intimidation”.98 This is a reasonable criticism of the instrument, with the 
practical implication that CARICOM has no power to take disciplinary 
action against its members. On the other hand, the absence of such a 
provision reflects the conciliatory approach to regionalism which focuses 
on mediation rather than sanctions, as is evident in the case of Guyana in 
1997.

Legler et al. also identify the absence of a mechanism to expel states 
that violate principles of democratic governance as an institutional short-
coming.99 This implicitly makes CARICOM less effective than the OAS 
since the Inter-American Democratic Charter has such provisions. The 
latter has had the benefit of hindsight to offer more potent provisions. 
Additionally, the OAS and CARICOM differ considerably in the inter-
play of power dynamics based on the composition of their members. In 
other words, the OAS is much more likely to implement and enforce an 
expulsion clause because of the membership of the USA.

The OAS, the EU and the African Union all offer a strong acknowl-
edgement of the place of free and fair elections. The OAS and 
CARICOM, in particular, overlap in their activities and policies that 
reflect “the intrinsic value placed on solid systems of democracy” in the 
region.100 This is evident in the active participation of CARICOM mem-
bers in the OAS and in practice, as several members of OAS observer 
missions are also CARICOM citizens.

Other regional organizations accord similar significance to elections. 
The EU, for example, states that elections are an essential part of democ-
racy.101 The EU’s current practice has extended beyond its regional 
policy and Member States to its foreign policy with states and other 
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regions. This is evident in the provisions of the Cotonou Agreement 
which links democratization, development and the protection of human 
rights as “interrelated and mutually reinforcing” elements.102 These set 
the stage for the EU policy that their “external relations will be guided 
by compliance with rights and principles contained in the EU Charter 
of Fundamental Rights”.103 The idea behind these various provisions 
has not just been theoretical or legal debates as this interrelated agenda 
has been the foundation of ACP-EU partnerships. As the discussion on 
Guyana shows, the EU has demanded that the recipients of any develop-
mental assistance commit to improving electoral standards.

The Commonwealth has been steadfast in its promotion of democ-
racy through elections. Like the EU and OAS, this organization has a 
conditional democracy clause which links the provision and mainte-
nance of technical support to a commitment to democracy. Similarly, 
the Commonwealth contemplates the expulsion of members that do not 
meet or respect democratic standards.104 In accordance with these prin-
ciples, the provisions of the Convention on the Standards of Democratic 
Elections, Electoral Rights and Freedoms (2002) are painstakingly thor-
ough.105 This instrument outlines the standards of democratic elections; 
various aspects of voting rights; specifics of several dimensions of elec-
tions including freeness, fairness, openness, and conduct; election obser-
vation; documentation and obligations of members.

The AU presents the most recent regional recognition of the impor-
tance of elections in the African Charter on Democracy, Elections and 
Governance (2007).106 This is a radical departure from the previous tra-
ditional approaches that focused on sovereignty. The state-centric focus 
of the Organization of African Unity (OAU) Charter did not contem-
plate a role for democracy.107 Ngarhodjim purports that this new face of 
African policy is a response to both internal and external factors. Within 
the state, there have been greater demands from citizens and civil society 
for more accountability and representative government. This new focus 
has also been driven by a need to increasingly fulfil the development con-
ditionalities and requirements from Western governments since the end 
of the Cold War.108 The AU’s record in promoting its newly included 
agenda of governance has been mixed. One outcome of this Charter has 
been the increased involvement of Member States in the observation 
of regional elections. This engagement in regional self-governance is a 
positive development despite criticisms that some missions have hastily 
endorsed elections as “free and fair”.109
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Measuring Free and Fair

The meaning and measurement of “free and fair” have been a major 
source of debate. Goodwin-Gill notes that these key terms “possess 
no easily verifiable content” and are “used subjectively”.110 It is widely 
acknowledged that some set of less elusive criteria needs to be established 
in the determination of what constitutes “free and fair”. Hanf, for exam-
ple, shares the view that the phrase is “rather nebulous”.111 In response, 
various instruments have offered a standard for electoral standards and 
their evaluation. Some, such as the Helsinki Accord, outline a simple and 
basic list of indicators. Others, in their efforts to provide more compre-
hensive and detailed analyses include several requirements for fulfilling 
the criteria of “freeness” and “fairness”.

The Inter-Parliamentary Union comprehensively discusses and estab-
lishes guidelines for the standards for free and fair elections. These 
standards include inter alia, individual political rights to participate in 
government, rights of candidates to campaign and have access to the 
media, the right to vote in secret, the establishment of criteria for reg-
istration and the right of candidates and voters to equal security.112 This 
instrument is helpful in identifying some of the more tangible elements 
of free and fair elections, or at the very least, in determining which elec-
tions are not.

Separately, freedom may relate to “the freedom of a voter to make a 
choice on a ballot without any undue pressure from any source”, while 
fairness entails the conditions under which the candidates and political 
parties can compete in an electoral campaign.113 Hanf explains fairness to 
mean that:

… all qualified citizens are entitled to vote and all groups can nominate 
candidates; that election law is based on the principle of one person, 
one vote; that all constituencies are equitably constructed; that voting is 
done secretly; and that assembly, association and campaigning are unre-
stricted.114

These explanations and disaggregated indicators are intended for 
practitioners in the field. Many observer groups list a set of indicators as 
guidelines for members of their teams to evaluate elections. The publica-
tion of handbooks for observers is intended to make this task less dif-
ficult.115 These publications also operationalize the definition of “free 
and fair” into several categories and stages of an election. This method is 
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useful in breaking down the various elements of an electoral process into 
smaller, practical and identifiable indices that are easier to assess. In an 
increasing bid to be more precise, and to explain the term “free and fair 
elections” thoroughly, the NDI has listed as many as twelve indicators of 
the concept.116

Despite these significant efforts to clarify the meaning of “free and 
fair”, the results have not fully simplified the task of observers. Most 
agree that it is difficult to translate even the best of these technical and 
theoretical explanations and clarifications to practical and logistical 
aspects of observing elections in the field. Some teams still use the term 
and some of the components and requirements are now clearer but, but 
application of the concept in practice is still challenging.

Bjornlund states that the “phrase has…tended to obscure rather than 
clarify”.117 He believes that assessing elections as “free and fair” implies 
that an electoral process can only pass or fail. Quite along the simi-
lar lines of the feminist critique of the opposing dualisms in traditional 
International Relations theories, Bjornlund rejects the suggested dichot-
omy in electoral standards. Instead, he suggests that elections are better 
“judged along a continuum and placed in context”.118 It is now a widely 
held view that “free and fair” represents a “black-and-white assessment” 
that is “insufficient to describe the complexity of an election process”.119 
Such an evaluation may lessen the tendency to reduce an election to the 
overused and imprecise phrase “free and fair”; on the other hand, it does 
not facilitate the type of sharp, definitive conclusion that governments 
and opposition forces may wish to have made about their elections.

The problematic nature of the term has resulted in many teams quite 
aptly avoiding its use. As noted above, the Commonwealth has since 
1992 opted instead to state whether an election expresses the will of the 
people. Other groups such as the EU and NDI have adopted a similar 
approach but this decision to avoid the term in assessing elections has 
met with mixed reviews.120 Mair, for instance, does not agree with the 
use of alternative assessments.121 On the other hand, Clark122 believes 
that it is more appropriate to judge elections with reference to minimum 
standards and prefers a ranking on how acceptable they are. In the final 
analysis, most expectations are met if observers report on the basic issues 
of participation, access and standard. The various approaches to assess-
ing Caribbean elections are considered in greater detail in the review of 
observation in the Commonwealth Caribbean in Chap. 5. More spe-
cifically, observers must say if citizens were able to express their choice 
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in an election that met minimum administrative standards in a peaceful 
and orderly atmosphere. Beyond these baseline indicators, observers are 
well guided if they outline the shortcomings of the process in relation to 
international best practice.

The Conditions for and Purposes  
of Election Observation

Conditions

First Elections
The practice of international election observation emerged in a histori-
cal context of overseeing elections in non-independent States and in self-
determination exercises.123 The context of observation has expanded 
beyond this mandate and there are a number of views concerning which 
political scenarios are appropriate for the activity and which precondi-
tions are necessary to make observation worthwhile. To begin with, most 
scholars agree that observation is meaningful, if not a condition, in three 
basic, but not mutually exclusive circumstances. There is consensus on 
the viability of observer missions in “first elections”. McCoy et al. state 
this as the “most visible and significant role for international actors”.124 
These elections may be the “first” in which opposition groups are com-
peting or the first effort towards a democracy.125 They may also be first 
elections as an independent State as in the case of some countries the 
Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS), after the collapse of the 
Soviet Union.126 Election observers may also observe elections in States 
that have emerged as a result of decolonization, secession or from the 
dissolution of federations.127

Post-conflict
The second area of wide agreement for the participation of international 
observers is in elections that are held after a prolonged period of con-
flict. Where there is likely to be civil violence in an election, the presence 
of observers is important to guarantee the security and safety of partic-
ipants.128 Elections are very likely to be tense when they occur in the 
“reconstitution of war torn societies” and after protracted internal con-
flict.129 Observers are particularly significant, if the elections to be held 
are part of a peace initiative or package, as hostilities and deep-rooted 
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distrust are still likely to be present and conflict mediation and resolution 
will be critical components during this period.130 Even where stability 
appears likely, elections in post-conflict situations will always have a risk 
of being volatile events.

Transitional Elections
Another scenario in which the presence of observers is practical is in 
transition elections from authoritarian rule to a democratic system of 
governance. The rationale for observers in transitional elections is quite 
straightforward. The presence of observers can legitimize the elec-
toral process on two dimensions as discussed in the preceding section. 
Observers can also be part of a wider programme of logistical and techni-
cal support in these elections.131

Administrative Support
In addition to these main circumstances widely supported by electoral 
experts, election observation is practical in other cases. McCoy, Garber 
and Pastor suggest that observation is meaningful where a government 
lacks the capacity to administer the elections effectively.132 Again, elec-
tion observation is part of a greater package of support, training and 
guidance.133 Interestingly, though, a growing number of countries that 
have international observers do not fall into any of these categories—
Jamaica, St. Kitts and Nevis, Suriname, St. Lucia, Trinidad and Tobago 
are neither war-torn, post-conflict, transitional societies or countries 
holding first elections.

These and other cases indicate a developing trend that is fast creating 
another set of circumstances that deem international election observation 
practical. These are countries that have held previous elections and have 
a relatively mature democratic tradition. The problem with these cases is 
that there are specific features of their political culture that threaten the 
political system. These elements may be racial divisions, political tribal-
ism and patronage or where one political party has held on to power for 
a long period by questionable tactics. It must be acknowledged too, that 
with the growth of the industry of election observation, some countries 
will agree to the presence of outsiders simply to confirm to the interna-
tional community that their political and electoral systems are viable.

Sovereignty and Power
Election observation in independent nations has not been fully embraced 
by all countries because it involves the often-resisted involvement of 
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external actors in the internal affairs of a country. In recent years, how-
ever, relatively stable countries such as Antigua and Barbuda have invited 
various groups to observe their elections. Some are quick to note that 
even the USA, regarded by some as a model for democratic governance, 
has had international observers.134 One should hasten to note, how-
ever, the glaring difference in scale between the observation of US elec-
tions by a team of visitors invited as part of an educational programme, 
sponsored and financed by the US government on the one hand, and a 
team of observers from the USA, financed by its home government pass-
ing judgment on the “freeness and fairness” of elections in Jamaica or 
Guyana, for instance. This inclusion of the case of the USA cannot be 
taken seriously and is quite disingenuous as the country has never invited 
or had international observers in real definitional terms.

Generally, a state’s dominance in international relations might shield 
it from the application of sanctions by external actors. However, it does 
not absolve it from being accountable in its adherence to basic electoral 
standards and guidelines. This makes the observation of elections in 
countries such as the USA more than a theoretical exercise. This need 
to be mutually accountable was further reinforced in May 2010 by the 
observation of British Parliamentary elections. Elections in the UK and 
other developed countries including the USA have previously been 
observed by the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe 
(OSCE) through a standing institutional arrangement that allows for 
the participation of each of the more than fifty-five Member States in 
the observation of each other’s elections.135 Although this observation is 
conducted by members of other states, the membership is primarily from 
Europe and North America with some states transitional states from 
Asia. The OSCE does not have full members from Africa, Latin America 
or the Caribbean.

The observation of the British elections by a team drawn from the 
Commonwealth was the first time that developing country observ-
ers were allowed to observe an electoral process in the UK.136 This 
team included persons from Jamaica, Nigeria and other developing 
Commonwealth states, and although the terms of reference were slightly 
different from traditional missions, the notion of international scrutiny 
was sharply evident.137 Overall, these elections ran smoothly. However, 
the observers commented that there were administrative problems that 
one would not expect “to see in one of the world’s oldest democra-
cies”.138 The observers concluded that they were impressed with the 
levels of trust and honesty in the electoral process, but were concerned 
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that the system was vulnerable to abuse and was “corruptible”.139 These 
instances of observation reinforce the view that “no democracy, however 
old, is infallible”.140

International election observation has been justified on a number of 
grounds. Countries are willing to accept this external presence in elec-
tions that traditionally have been viewed as a national activity which 
local election bodies should be able to administer efficiently. However, 
the reality is that where international observers are invited or suggested 
to go, the political processes usually require tangible assistance in their 
administration, or there is so much tension and distrust among the main 
contenders that the presence of an experienced third party is necessary.

In addition, several members of the voting population may be fearful 
to participate in the electoral process because of violence and or intimi-
dation and may find comfort and gain confidence in the process with the 
knowledge that the election is under international scrutiny. Generally, 
then, there are a number of benefits that various actors or stakehold-
ers in a country’s political system may derive or believe they will derive 
from the presence of international observers. Admittedly, these benefits, 
including the maintenance of aid packages or development assistance 
packages being under threat of suspension if observers are not “invited”, 
should reasonably exceed the disadvantage of having one’s national pride 
and sovereignty ignored.

Purposes

International and Local Legitimacy
The main role of observers is to legitimize an election or electoral pro-
cess—both nationally and internationally.141 The decision to invite 
observers and their positive verdict on the conduct of the poll is a clear 
indication to the rest of the world that a party has won the election and 
is legitimately in power. In effect, when observers state that an election 
has been “free and fair” or has been run smoothly, their pronouncements 
provide an “insurance certificate” of the legitimacy of that process.142 
Observers therefore lend credibility to the electoral process. Placing an 
election under the scrutiny of international observers often informs the 
international community of its fairness.143 Observation also provides the 
opportunity to assess the legitimacy of the process and outcome of elec-
tions.144
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On the national plane, observers can legitimize an electoral process 
by keeping the opposition in the race.145 In the pre-election phase and 
on polling day itself, the presence of observers can provide assurance to 
opposition parties that minimum standards will be achieved in the elec-
toral process and that there will be a level playing field for themselves as 
well as the ruling party. Opposition parties may feel more confident that 
unfair practices on the part of the incumbents will be less likely to occur 
under the scrutiny of observers.

Observers may also play an integral role in legitimizing an electoral 
process in its aftermath. This role may be equally beneficial to the ruling 
party and the opposition. In an election where there is a ruling party vic-
tory that may be doubtful, observers may confirm the authenticity of the 
outcome and defray tensions and resistance from opposition parties.146 
The role of observers is particularly useful in this regard, as they can cer-
tify the results of an election where there is deep distrust of the ruling 
party by those in opposition.

This role is fully appreciated even by incumbents who are hostile to 
observers, as they believe that the presence of observers can guarantee 
their place in government. Such is the case when incumbents are par-
ticularly confident of winning, and the certifying of these election results 
by observers convinces the international community and opposition par-
ties that the process was legitimate.147 This position is potentially harm-
ful and may yield undesirable results. In some cases the ruling party may 
be so sophisticated in their manipulation of an election that observers do 
not detect any fraud. In others, observers may be insufficiently trained or 
lack the necessary experience to be able to effectively assess the freeness 
and fairness of an election, therefore causing a number of irregularities to 
pass without notice.

On the other hand, observers may validate an electoral outcome by 
confirming an opposition victory and encouraging incumbents to accept 
defeat and the results of the election in general.148 In cases where the 
government is reluctant to rescind power or does not acknowledge the 
election result, observers may declare fraud.149 In general, therefore, the 
presence of observers may foster an electoral environment which will 
inspire confidence in political parties that they may participate on fair 
and equal terms. Their presence may also influence governments and 
opposition parties to act in accordance with the will of the electorate as 
reflected in the poll and therefore accept the results.
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Psychological Support
The presence of observers in an election may also provide well-needed 
psychological support for various actors in the process.150 The noticeable 
presence of international observers may be interpreted as the manifesta-
tion of the international community’s support and solidarity for the elec-
tions.151 As a result, observers may reassure participants of the secrecy of 
the ballot and the efficacy of the entire process.152 This function is quite 
similar to providing legitimacy to an election and provides some assur-
ance to opposition parties that their participation will not be in vain, and 
will proceed on fair grounds. Election observation may therefore facili-
tate confidence building for opposition parties.153

But what good are elections if large pockets of the electorate are 
unwilling or refuse to vote for various reasons? In this respect, the pres-
ence of observers may inspire voter confidence. McCoy suggests that one 
of the positive effects of observers is a possible increase in voter turn-
out.154 Members of the electorate who would like to vote, but are fearful 
of intimidation or violence, are more likely to turn out if they believe 
that their safety is not at risk. In addition, persons are more likely to vote 
if they can be reasonably confident in the validity of the election—that 
is, that their votes will be counted, that others have not voted for them 
and that there is generally no rigging of the election.155 In another sense, 
observers can raise public confidence in the election process by fostering 
voter awareness, thus making individuals believe that their participation 
is important and thereby reducing voter apathy.156

Deterrent
One of the main reasons for inviting international observers to watch an 
election process is that there have been problems with previous elections 
in that country. Among the most serious violations are acts of violence, 
voter intimidation and widespread fraud. Observers are often thought 
to be effective in preventing and discouraging many of these and other 
undesirable acts during a country’s electoral process. Deterrence is there-
fore a critical function of election observation as the threat of exposure 
of abuses to the international community can reduce the probability of 
the occurrence of irregularities.157 Likewise, the uncovering of electoral 
irregularities is likely to raise questions about the legitimacy of the win-
ning party within the international community.158

In addition to preventing violence and intimidation, the presence 
of observers may discourage acts of electoral fraud or plans to rig an 
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election.159 Observation may be useful in uncovering rigging in the cast-
ing or counting of votes.160 This role is generally crucial because vot-
ing irregularities may shape the overall results of the poll. It is especially 
important to detect and expose fraud in close elections or where the 
expected margin of victory for a particular constituency or polling divi-
sion is quite narrow as this may affect the expression of the will of the 
people.161 Moreover, where there are long-term observers, they are often 
able to identify problems before-hand and add a preventative role to the 
process.

One should be cautious as to the value of observers in this area as 
although their presence may initially cause some of those willing to 
engage in fraud to reconsider their actions, such persons often find inno-
vative methods of “circumventing the new constraints”.162 This tendency 
to rig elections despite the presence of observers may relate to individu-
als, groups of supporters and even governments. The case of Zimbabwe, 
for example, the 2008 elections clearly illustrate the limitations of 
observers as a deterrent of fraud. They have shown the international 
community how once a government decides that it will steal an election, 
international election observers can go so far and no further.

Mediation
Observers often perform a conciliatory role in cases where tensions exist 
between parties. This function in dispute mediation and conflict resolu-
tion is particularly beneficial in first elections and in societies recovering 
from civil war and violence such as Haiti and Angola.163 There is usu-
ally little or no trust between political parties in post-conflict societies, 
and consequently, when elections are held, even as part of a peace ini-
tiative, the results may not be accepted by either party unless there is 
external validation of those results.164 Observers are sometimes able to 
defuse potentially volatile disputes by offering advice and providing dis-
pute mediation.165

Dispute resolution is, however, a highly sensitive issue, for although 
observers are not expected to be passive spectators to conflicts, their 
intervention may be resented by local actors. Even in cases where they 
are invited to mediate, observers must be particularly careful that their 
approach does not jeopardize or violate the integrity and impartial-
ity of their mission.166 In fact, observers should refer conflicting parties 
to suitable dispute settlement mechanisms as their participation in any 
peace brokering or similar process will pull them out of their terms of 
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reference. Furthermore, the mediation by observers in this regard cannot 
reasonably ameliorate conflict in all cases and may in fact only deepen 
existing conflict in some.167

There are some cases which are not as extreme as post-conflict socie-
ties but where there is sufficient political tension to cause concern. Mair 
offers four classical scenarios that may be appropriate for international 
observers. These include the creation of a new state, the end of a civil 
war, the transformation of a political system, and where there is internal 
tension.168 The presence of observers may be helpful in such instances 
by defraying tensions between political parties. Their presence may also 
encourage participants to adhere to honest and legitimate electoral pro-
cedures and therefore reinforce democratic procedures in a fairly mature 
democracy that seems to be backsliding or in transitional countries expe-
riencing problems.169 This role departs from the traditional perception 
that or envisages a restricted role for observers. Arguably, this view is 
consistent with the stance that the presence of observers can improve 
the quality of any electoral process that falls short of being a substantive 
democracy.170

The notion of a substantive democracy is of particular interest to 
Caribbean countries as many regard themselves as having a fairly stable 
democratic tradition. If one applies Haynes’ reasoning, all Caribbean 
countries would, by default, qualify for international observers. He 
defines a substantive democracy as “one which extends beyond all formal 
mechanisms, in which there is a focus on individual freedoms and repre-
sentation of interests, effective accountability for public officials, equity, 
justice civil liberties and human rights”.171 There could be little debate 
that many Caribbean countries already fit these criteria, but according 
to Haynes, there are no “substantive democracies” in the Third World, 
there are merely façade and formal democracies. In this view, these coun-
tries merely possess a “veneer of democracy”, but lack the substance and 
their governments only remain in power through manipulation.172

While many developing countries have challenges in their political sys-
tems, it is an untenable position to suggest that they all lack a proper 
democratic foundation and would therefore automatically fall within any 
of the aforementioned categories that require international observers. At 
the same time, however, McCoy et al. agree that “even in countries that 
have held free elections, international observers can play and important 
role in reducing tensions and in ensuring that the rules of the game are 
respected by all sides”.173 These conditions create an opportunity for the 
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widening of the net of countries that may have international observers to 
include the relatively well-developed and stable democracies within the 
Commonwealth Caribbean.

Development of Democratic Principles
More generally, election observation may foster the development of 
democratic principles and values upheld and codified by several interna-
tional and regional organizations. For one, the practice may assist in the 
creation of democratic institutions by the strengthening of the admin-
istration of elections according to the guidelines and codes of con-
duct established by various international and regional organizations.174 
Secondly, the appropriate emphasis on elections also promotes the princi-
ple of holding periodic and genuine elections enshrined in the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights and in the ICCPR.175 Elections, in this 
sense, are seen as the critical instrument of democracy and not simply 
as an emblematic gesture of reassurance.176 As Powell suggests, “there 
is widespread consensus that the presence of competitive elections, more 
than any other feature, identifies a contemporary nation-state as a demo-
cratic political system”.177 This is a reasonable stance to take, provided 
one acknowledges the coexistence of other instruments of democracy 
such as appropriate legal systems, institutions and procedures.178

Conclusion

The decision to have international observers may provide a number of 
benefits to the country that is holding elections. Observation may legiti-
mize an election process and results on both domestic and international 
levels; it may also provide psychological support to opposition parties; 
inspire voter confidence and awareness; deter instances of voter fraud and 
irregularities; prevent and discourage acts of intimidation and violence; 
mediate conflicts; foster democratic principles and encourage the respect 
and promotion of civil and political rights and human rights in general. 
Overall, international election observation can offer a neutral and impar-
tial assessment of an election and where problems and loopholes are 
identified, observer teams and their affiliate organizations can offer solu-
tions for improvements in the electoral system of a country.

In some cases, agencies will be prepared to give other forms of assis-
tance as part of a bundle of electoral support, if the government accepts 
international observers. This is especially so where the final decision to 
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observe elections is made after a pre-election mission which confirms 
that there is a basic commitment to administering a clean election. 
Moreover, if an election is under international scrutiny, and there are 
no real instances of blatant fraud on the part of the government, donor 
agencies may be willing to offer technical and financial assistance in 
future elections and for general improvements in the political system.179

In the process of executing their mission, observers fulfil roles that 
may be summarized on two levels—local and international. Observers 
perform an important domestic purpose within the country that is hold-
ing elections. Their observation of the electoral process “helps to build 
confidence in the validity of the institutions of elected government”.180 
This confidence building accrues benefits to the various stakeholders in 
the country—opposition groups, voters, NGOs and incumbents. On 
another level, observers perform “a legitimating function for the interna-
tional community, enabling a sound basis for assessing the legitimacy and 
credibility” of governments.181 This research acknowledges the integral 
contribution of domestic election observation in consolidating electoral 
systems. However, it focuses on the dimension of international observa-
tion and the dynamics of external validation with which it is associated.

This chapter has examined the history and role of election observa-
tion. It has defined the central concepts and evaluated the role of some 
the main actors involved in the activity. Chapter 3 explores some of the 
challenges posed by the logistical elements of observing an election.
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Introduction

Chapter 2 has explored the rationale behind the practice of international 
observation of elections and has introduced some of the main actors 
involved in these exercises. States agree to have international observers 
because they perceive that there are benefits to be derived or because 
they have little choice in the matter. Observer organizations and coun-
tries inviting observers share the responsibility for producing optimal 
results. The degree of willingness of the government to invite interna-
tional observers and the receptiveness of the opposition parties, elector-
ate and other groups to have observers will affect the extent to which 
they may have a positive influence. International observers are more 
directly accountable in this process because although they are assess-
ing elections they observe, their methods and procedures are also under 
scrutiny from various critics and stakeholders. They do their part by 
being professional and being knowledgeable about the electoral process 
and the political background of the country in which elections will be 
observed. Overall, the operational and logistical plans and performance 
of observer teams will strongly influence their contribution to the pro-
cess particularly since resistance to their presence and apprehension of 
their role are not only argued from the platform of sovereignty, but on 
the basis of how observers operate.

This chapter addresses some of the main concerns about the pro-
cedural and performance-related activities of international observers.  

CHAPTER 3

The Challenges of Observation: Procedural, 
Legal and Logistical Issues
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The shortcomings and problems associated with international election 
observation are organized around eight main areas. These are largely, 
but not exclusively, categorized according to the chronological order 
of various activities and stages involved in an election observation pro-
gramme—pre-election period, the observation period and the post-elec-
tion period.

The first area pertains to the legality of the practice of international 
election observation. Considerations of sovereignty and whether the 
inclusion of foreign observers in an election are a breach of international 
law have been widely debated; such considerations also form the basis of 
the most vociferously and frequently expressed reservations on the use 
of international observers in particular contexts. The second section is 
concerned with the prerequisites that have to be met before observers 
are invited or agree to participate in an election. Arising from the pre-
requisites is the third issue, which examines the prescribed or suggested 
ideal scenario for international election observation. This section probes 
whether there are special cultural and political conditions that make elec-
tion observation more suited for some countries than for others.

It is the actual procedure of observing elections that prompts the 
most substantial criticism. Hence, the fourth area concentrates on opera-
tional and logistical issues such as the coverage, duration, coordination, 
level of intervention and size of missions. Fifth, questions concerning the 
extent to which observers are effectively and reasonably able to detect 
irregularities or can have a meaningful effect on an electoral process are 
addressed. The sixth area evaluates the general conduct of international 
observers and their levels of professionalism and training. The final two 
areas include the post-election period and weaknesses in the reporting 
methods, quality and timing of observers. The discussion also inquires 
if international election observation produces sustainable improvements 
in a country’s political process. The present examination of these areas 
for consideration provides the context within which to assess the inter-
national observation exercises in the Commonwealth Caribbean, and in 
particular, Guyana.

Sovereignty and Related Issues

In the Westphalian system, sovereignty has traditionally been used as a 
means of asserting that what transpires within a country is the respon-
sibility of the government of that country. With occasional exceptions, 
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this meant that there was no foreign intervention in the domestic affairs 
of States. During the colonial period, imperial powers were always free 
to intervene in the affairs of their colonies, but there would be resistance 
if, for example, the French Government sought to interfere in the affairs 
of a British colony. By the pre-World War II period, some approaches 
seemed to contradict the idea that non-interference was a corollary of 
the Westphalian concept of sovereignty. So, for example, Wilson’s 
Fourteen Points included the idea that the nationalities question, primar-
ily in Europe, should be resolved by reference to the will of the people 
in particular territories. If people in a particular area were not allowed 
to exercise their self-determination, then the Wilsonian approach would 
suggest a willingness to intervene.

Following World War II, the UN Charter affirmed the significance of 
sovereignty, by virtue of Article 2(7). Thus, the UN Charter indicated 
that in certain circumstances States could intervene in the affairs of oth-
ers—for self-defence and to ensure international peace and security. But, 
nothing in the Charter would allow States to interfere with Sovereignty 
when the issues were purely internal to a State. Matters internal to the 
State were part of the “reserved domain”, and interference was not 
allowed for issues pertaining to internal peace and security. The UN 
Charter also affirmed the sovereign equality of States, an idea which is 
still somewhat vague, but it clearly implies that sovereignty is important. 
The respect for sovereignty that is upheld in the Charter has been given 
support by newly independent States, which are often said to jealously 
guard sovereignty. There are, too, several declarations by States individu-
ally, and in General Assembly resolutions, that support the idea of non-
intervention in the internal affairs of States, on the basis of sovereignty.

The most frequently cited reason by governments for opposing the 
presence of international observers is that the presence of any foreign 
actors in a country’s national elections constitutes a violation of the prin-
ciple of non-interference in the internal affairs of a State as established 
by the United Nations. Article 2(7), of the UN Charter, states that 
intervention is not allowed “in matters which are essentially within the 
domestic jurisdiction of any State”.1 Little by little, however, the sover-
eignty approach in the UN Charter has been breaking down and recon-
figured. There has been resistance coming mainly from China, Russia 
and some developing countries, but this approach suggests that sover-
eignty should not be used as a shield to support human rights abuses 
and corruption. Thus, sovereignty has become a matter of serious 
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contention. In the case of election observation, in particular, the notion 
that foreigners should be allowed to oversee domestic elections has also 
posed a challenge. All the main actors involved in election observation 
have had to contemplate this issue in various ways.

Institutions that observe elections will generally state that observ-
ers will only participate if they receive a formal request for assistance or 
invitation from the host State. The first guideline for international elec-
tion observers is that they respect the sovereignty of the host country. 
Hence, “Ethical Principle Number One” of the International Institute 
for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (IDEA) states that “observ-
ers should undertake activities in a country only after they have reached 
an agreement with the relevant authorities in that country, because act-
ing outside an agreement would imply inherent disrespect for a coun-
try’s sovereignty”.2 The UN, OAS, Commonwealth, Carter Center and 
other organizations involved in the field have generally adhered to this 
first fundamental principle although in some contentious cases there have 
been debates on the issue.3 In this way, sovereignty is not violated, given 
that a request implies that the host State has provided its consent.

In practice, though, the sequence of events is often not as simple 
as outlined. In many instances, host states are pressured into making 
requests. If, for example, the Commonwealth or Carter Center gives 
support to the idea that election observation may be helpful in a par-
ticular case, this can place pressure on the host state to make a request. 
Technically then, sovereignty is not violated, but the election obser-
vation will proceed as the host state will know that it will not receive 
international recognition or approval, through aid for example, if it does 
not allow observers. The host State is often overtly or subtly presented 
with the argument that it would only want to prevent access to election 
observers if it has something to hide. When confronted with this argu-
ment, most countries will find it awkward to rely on the case of sover-
eignty as a defence and will therefore eventually succumb to the pressure 
to invite international observers.4 These approaches of receiving, solicit-
ing or even coercing an invitation, seem to circumvent the issue of sover-
eignty by ensuring that the host State makes an invitation to the election 
observers. An invitation to observe an election provides these institutions 
with the supporting evidence that their presence in the host State does 
not amount to a breach of sovereignty.5

The view that an invitation, however obtained, allows the State to 
retain its sovereignty is not entirely convincing. As Krasner suggests, 
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“invitations can … infringe domestic autonomy”6 as they indicate 
that the State does not have the resources to carry out all its domestic 
arrangements. With specific reference to election observation, the invita-
tion presupposes that the State does not have effective control over its 
electoral affairs. This approach is not entirely supportable in the context 
of election observation because in most cases governments may have 
motives other than poverty or structural weaknesses to invite observers. 
As noted above, governments may wish to invite observers to lend cred-
ibility to their election efforts, or to show that they have nothing to hide, 
or to get aid from the international community. Krasner’s reasoning is 
therefore applicable in a limited number of cases but does not provide a 
helpful position for the broad generality of cases of election observation.

There might, however, be a middle ground between the two positions 
that an invitation maintains a state’s sovereignty, on the one hand, or that 
it erodes it. Biersteker et al. propose that sovereignty is a social construct 
with normative meaning that may change from time to time depend-
ing on the interactions of states with each other and with other actors.7 
In the contemporary context, this construct has certain features that 
are accepted by States including control over territory, decision-making 
power, and the power to seek and accept assistance from foreign States or 
entities. In keeping with this approach, an invitation to foreign entities for 
election observation assistance is consistent with sovereignty unless the 
host State did not freely issue an invitation for assistance. If the invitation 
is not freely given, and the observers come as an imposition, then their 
presence may constitute a breach of sovereignty in its absolute sense.

There are instances, too, in which a government may initially refuse 
to invite observers, but subsequently succumbs to pressure from oppo-
sition parties, other local actors, other countries, and the international 
community in general. In rare cases, a country that has refused to invite 
observers receives sanctions or threats of sanctions from the international 
community. This has occurred in extreme cases where the country in 
question has a record of holding fraudulent or violent elections in the 
past and there are serious concerns about the validity of upcoming elec-
tions. The EU announced on January 29, 2002 that it would be freezing 
assets of President Mugabe and other top ministers in the Zimbabwean 
government if that government did not, inter alia, allow EU officials to 
observe the next elections. This was the first time that a country had 
received harsh publicly targeted threats because they had refused to have 
observers.8
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Acquiescence to the presence of international observers within the 
context of so-called developed norms and international pressure is a 
strong indicator that the issue of sovereignty has been reconciled for 
the host state. Some constructivists propose that international society 
is defined by norms and values which in turn constrain actors and their 
related roles, capacities and authorities.9 Along this vein, then, the main 
actors-states and observer organizations have reformulated the dynam-
ics of their international relations beyond the confines of concerns with 
sovereignty.10 This argument implies that states would negotiate the par-
ticipation of international observers in their elections with limited or no 
reference to national pride or related issues of sovereignty. In practice, 
this constructivist analysis has been increasingly applicable as states no 
longer routinely object to observation as an infringement of sovereignty 
as they commonly did in the earlier period of observation.

Contending approaches offer alternative explanations of the trend for 
developing states to increasingly accept international observers. Donnelly, 
for instance, contemplates whether, in the context of US and Western 
European influence, the acceptance of human rights norms by developing 
states is voluntary or coerced.11 It is similarly arguable that the final act of 
inviting international observers acknowledges the “pressure from materi-
ally or culturally dominant powers” and is therefore at the very least, a 
subtle form of coerced consensus by developing states.12 This argument is 
consistent with Krasner’s view that states will compromise their autonomy 
and accept structures that they otherwise would have rejected.13

Developing states will therefore invite international observers even if 
they would rather not. Some perceive observers as irritants, but necessary 
ones.14 So it is not the case that they have begun to operate outside the 
sphere of contemplating sovereignty. States that accept observers take the 
strategic decision to pursue the policies and course of action that they 
rationally conclude to be optimal for them.15 Thus, the relevance of sov-
ereignty has not been displaced, but remains a central consideration in 
the theoretical discussion on the role of international actors in domestic 
politics.16 What has changed, however, is the rigid configuration of what 
states previously viewed as infringements of sovereignty. In the final anal-
ysis, therefore, “sovereignty…is whatever the relevant actors say it is”.17 
The conclusion that “the international environment is too complex for 
any set of rules to be applied rigidly across all states” explains why devel-
oping states invite observers.18 In supporting this more fluid conception 
of sovereignty, Krasner has come full circle and settled in a stance that is 
unexpectedly more in alignment with a constructivist approach.
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Sometimes, even when countries yield to pressure to invite observers, 
the terms of reference and legislation determining observer activities and 
functions can prove to be so restrictive that they ostensibly defeat the 
purpose of the observation mission. Although the Zimbabwean govern-
ment assured the EU observer team there would be no restrictions on 
size or duration of their mission for the 2000 election, these and other 
restrictions were imposed shortly before the elections. So, for example, 
members of political parties were banned from observer teams, only one 
member of a team would be allowed at each polling station at any given 
time,19 and observers would not be allowed to accompany ballot boxes 
after polling was completed. Many of these restrictions were lifted at the 
last minute, but observers from the NDI were not given accreditation, 
and the UN did not observe the election. The combination of these fac-
tors effectively reduced the number of persons observing the election 
and consequently the coverage of the country.20 The EU reports that 
these restrictions were imposed because the presence of observers in pre-
vious elections constrained the extent of malpractice that was intended.21 
Subsequently, the 2008 elections in Zimbabwe were run on a similar 
script with outright hostility from the Mugabe administration towards 
the very notion of international observers.

This is not to suggest that all States that resist inviting international 
observers to their elections do so in an attempt to prevent the detection 
of fraud. Many countries resist international observation on the basis of 
what they consider to be the upholding of the principle of sovereignty 
and non-intervention. Furthermore, some persons argue that election 
observation is the manifestation of an elitist power quest and a perver-
sion of democracy by Western industrialized States even within the scope 
of constructivist debates on cultural relativism or relevance of sover-
eignty. They suggest that the practice is a misguided imposition of liber-
alism’s agenda and is an inappropriate model of Western democracy on 
developing societies.22

Proponents of observation and democracy assistance programmes, in 
general, respond that the international community has a responsibility to 
ensure that the individual rights and freedoms of the citizens of countries 
are being granted, and that election observation is an appropriate compo-
nent of such a strategy. Moreover, complaints of cultural imperialism are 
rebutted with the rhetoric that cultural relativism cannot be a shield behind 
which to hide human rights abuses in the civil and political sphere.23 On 
this count, one cannot miss the opportunity to reiterate the hypocrisy of 
the asymmetrical application of this approach in the post-Cold War era.
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From another dimension of this discussion, the increased intensifi-
cation in the momentum of election observation has resulted in States 
becoming less likely to resist the practice on the basis of sovereignty or 
on any other grounds. The increased number of requests received by the 
UN, OAS, Commonwealth, Carter Center and other organizations, sug-
gests that States are eager to demonstrate their adherence to democratic 
norms. Even before the prevalence of election observation, the numer-
ous UN resolutions affirming the right to periodic and genuine elections, 
created a focus on elections as an important aspect of democracy. This 
early focus has arguably been part of the process of the formation of an 
international norm of free and fair elections, though the precise limits of 
this norm may be open to debate. Moreover, as Cerna and others note, 
many regional organizations have made “free and fair elections” a pre-
condition for membership.24 Despite the growing shift in the attitudes 
of countries to have international observers in their elections and the 
increased willingness of governments to invite observers, the basic rule 
that observers must receive an invitation is generally respected.25

Ideal Conditions: Assessment of Existing  
Electoral Conditions

Transportation, accommodation, training, per diem allowances, techni-
cal and logistical support are just some of the expenses accrued in dis-
patching and maintaining an observation mission. International election 
observation is obviously a costly affair. Sometimes international organiza-
tions are unable to fulfil all the requests they receive to observe elections 
because of cost and other restraining factors such as limited personnel 
and technical resources. Occasionally for reasons not only related to cost, 
organizations refuse to observe elections. This section briefly addresses 
some of the factors that determine if an organization considers observa-
tion to be a worthwhile exercise in a particular election.

Invitation

The formal invitation to observe an election normally includes details of 
the elections, the period in which it will take place, accommodation and 
other domestic arrangements. Most importantly, the invitation will give 
an indication of the range of authority that observers will have as well as 
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the accreditation process.26 If the organization is satisfied with these pre-
liminary plans, the invitation is usually followed by an assessment mission 
to the country. The purpose of the initial visit is to meet with the major 
political parties, non-governmental organizations, the electoral body, 
local observer groups and other political actors.

During the assessment mission, the organization will usually exam-
ine the general environment of the country such as physical size, ter-
rain, infrastructure, literacy, level of development and other demographic 
factors. These will help determine the size, duration, composition and 
specially required skills of the observation team. Other external factors 
such as the type of election and the legal and constitutional framework 
of the country will also shape the type of observation mission. For exam-
ple, an organization is more likely to send a long-term observer team in 
post-conflict circumstances, than in a more mature democracy with fewer 
structural problems. The organization will also assess the administrative 
capacity of the government to have elections, and the role and freedom 
of the media and other actors in electoral matters.27

A prospective observer team is then likely to measure the features and 
specific constraints of the local environment against their organizational 
capacity. Factors such as the need for permanent or specialist observer 
staff members, necessary professional knowledge and experience, and 
the number of observers available for the mission will be assessed. In the 
final analysis, the organization will only deploy an observer mission if it 
is able to match its capacity and resources with the requirements of the 
country where elections will be held. This means that one of the main 
preconditions for observer missions is that the invitation to observe elec-
tions must be received in good time. The dispatching organization will 
require ample notice before the election date in order to carry out an 
assessment mission and make other proper arrangements.28 Sometimes, 
observer groups will know that an election is due by a particular time, 
and inquire beforehand if observers might be requested.29 This proac-
tive approach reduces the likelihood of receiving invitations at too short 
notice, but may also be perceived in a negative way. The unsolicited pro-
posal for an organization to observe a country’s election may be taken 
at face value but may also be interpreted as subtle diplomatic pressure to 
have observers. The discussion below considers pre-election issues such 
as the compilation of voters’ lists, minimum standards for observation, 
logistical issues and the efficiency and professionalism of observers.
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Minimum Standards

Apart from assessing the above general external factors, an observer 
team must have the basic assurance that minimum standards exist that 
will ensure the holding of an election. First, there must be a reasonable 
probability that the elections will be held under peaceful circumstances.30 
This is not to say that observers must be guaranteed that there will be no 
violence at all, for this would eliminate one of the core reasons for their 
presence in the first place. However, the main political actors—the oppo-
sition and other political parties, electoral administrative body—must 
have consensus about the holding of elections and give their word that 
they will refrain from acts or statements that may jeopardize or sabotage 
the credibility of the electoral process.

The second important precondition is that the existing electoral legis-
lation and regulations meet democratic standards, and if not, that neces-
sary laws will be implemented in time for the election.31 If the existing 
legal framework does not at minimum, facilitate the holding of free and 
fair elections, it would not be the optimal use of time and resources to 
have international observers until some of these can reasonably be imple-
mented. Generally, then, there must be some indication that the basic 
framework for holding elections exists; otherwise, it would be unrealistic 
to expect there to be free and fair elections, and for observers to declare 
them as such.

Logistics

It is often assumed that international observers will automatically 
improve the quality of an electoral process, because they bring with them 
levels of knowledge, professionalism, and expertise that will make even 
the worst elections run smoothly. This is not always the case as there are 
several factors that can adversely affect the methodology and logistics of 
observer missions.

Size and Coverage

In the first place, the size of an observer team is crucial as it will directly 
determine the level of coverage of an election. Hence, it would seem 
quite obvious that the more persons there are available to participate in 
the observation of an election, the better the process will be. To a large 
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extent, this is true, because the larger the team, the more technical and 
logistical support will be available and, most important, the more poll-
ing stations will be observed. Observers will strive for a minimum level 
of coverage32 however the more intensive their coverage, the more they 
will be able to observe in the electoral process. Furthermore, the greater 
presence will inspire voter confidence and deter intimidation, fraud and 
violence and generally have a positive effect on the overall proceedings. 
On the other hand, an influx of teams to observe an election in a small 
country can also be cause confusion and a duplication of efforts.

Training and Professionalism

Sometimes, however, more is not necessarily better, and a large observa-
tion team does not guarantee more effective observation.33 This is espe-
cially so if observers are not adequately trained or professional in their 
conduct. If this is the case, what results is an infiltration of the process 
by individuals who are not certain of what processes to watch, where to 
go, and are generally lacking a clear mandate of their tasks. Hence, too 
many untrained observers can create more chaos rather than improv-
ing the quality of an electoral process. The potential problem of too 
many observers is exacerbated when there are several observer teams at 
the same election. Without proper organization, the presence of two or 
more observer missions in an election can cause the most inefficient use 
of resources and result in more confusion on polling day. For example, 
there may be some polling stations that are visited by several teams and 
others that are not observed at all. This duplication of activities can be 
avoided if there is some coordination of observer groups to prevent the 
overlapping of functions.34

Duration

Another logistical matter that can determine the effectiveness of election 
observation is the duration of the observer mission. In several instances, 
observers arrive a day or two before an election and depart the day after. 
This practice has been severely criticized because it highlights the super-
ficiality of election observation by placing excessive attention on poll-
ing day activities. In that way, observers will be able to detect polling 
day irregularities, but would not have been able to adequately assess the 
entire process. Carothers notes that this disproportionate emphasis on 
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Election Day in many instances causes observers to make “overly favour-
able assessments of the electoral process”.35 This short-term approach 
fails to account for factors in the pre- and post-election period that can 
influence the efficacy of the process. So, for instance, short-term observ-
ers cannot assess issues of fairness in campaigning such as unequal access 
to State funds; access to the media; or irregularities in nomination day 
proceedings, voter registration and other administrative problems that 
may put one party at an unfair advantage over another.

One does not suggest that every observer mission needs to be long 
term as this is a very costly approach and should be reserved for the 
more sensitive cases that may require observer presence for a longer 
duration, such as, post-war/conflict situations. However, short-term 
missions may overcome the problem of too much attention on polling 
day by sending smaller pre-assessment missions and arriving a few days 
before Election Day. Greater attention must also be given to the pre-
election phase in the final reports that observers issue, as many experi-
enced incumbents use this period to try to manipulate the results of the 
election.

Scope of Activities

A final point in the logistics of observer missions is determining the 
range or scope of the activities they will perform. It would seem straight-
forward that observers merely sit and watch what happens during the 
electoral process, but there are some circumstances that may require 
them to make a greater input. The nature of election observation and 
the terms of reference under which observers operate dictate that there 
is to be no intervention in an election process.36 One question that arises 
is whether observers should allow procedural mistakes to pass uncor-
rected when a simple statement to an electoral officer about those errors, 
could rectify the problem and improve the overall quality of the election. 
Another issue to consider is what course of action an observer should 
take if she is asked for advice or guidance by an election officer, voter or 
other individual involved in the election.

Although the principle of non-interference is clear and a central guid-
ing factor of observation, one view is that adherence to this standard 
should not cause observers to be so detached from the process that they 
become redundant. Mair cites the example of an international observer 
in an election allegedly responding to a question with, “We are not here 
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to think but to observe”, as an unacceptable solution.37 Some situations 
may require a departure from a strict legalistic interpretation of this basic 
principle.38 Observers may refer such questions to the relevant authori-
ties, if present, or tactfully point out an error in procedure to an elec-
toral officer or some other person in charge. In doing so, the observer 
should make her intentions clear and underscore the fact that the final 
decision rests with the national officer.39 In this regard, the principle of 
non-intervention “does not prohibit an observer from conveying infor-
mation that is clearly and unambiguously known to the observer, and 
that should be generally known to any person concerned in or with the 
election process”.40 In light of the possible practical scenarios that make 
it difficult and even inappropriate to fully abide by the theoretical rule 
of non-intervention; observers sometimes exercise discretion during the 
course of their activities.

Professionalism

One of the most frequently cited criticisms of international observ-
ers is their inability to identify irregularities and detect voter fraud. 
Observation is sometimes chided for being superficial window dress-
ing that does not tackle any serious problems and is therefore not an 
efficient practice. One reason for this criticism is that the practice has 
attracted many amateurs who do not understand the political system of 
the countries in which they observe elections, and they do not clearly 
understand their mandate, and in effect what features and actions to look 
for.41 Observation of this type or “electoral tourism”42 is often done by 
high profile groups comprising some individuals who are inadequately 
prepared or trained for the task. Observers on these missions are hardly 
interested in the electoral proceedings and appear to be motivated by 
political curiosity or the wish to show solidarity with their allies or with 
the political incumbents. This frivolous attitude to observing foreign 
elections by some, has served to undermine the efforts of other compe-
tent, trained and professional observers who are dedicated to the task.

Inability to Detect Fraud

Professionalism and adherence to codes of conduct, do not always, how-
ever, insulate observers from making similar oversights as those who may 
lack the necessary seriousness of purpose. Sometimes, the most prepared 
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observers are not able to detect some instances of fraud and other elec-
toral irregularities.43 This may be due to the fact that some governments 
and violators of these are so experienced that they find very subtle meth-
ods that are very difficult to notice.44 In other cases, the electoral process 
may become so infiltrated with dishonesty and irregularities that even 
the electoral officials act in collusion with the main perpetrators of fraud. 
These circumstances make it extremely difficult if not impossible for the 
most experienced observer to distinguish wrongdoings.

Coverage

Other factors such as coverage and lack of consensus on standards may 
also affect the efficiency of observers in detecting irregularities. There is 
an obvious link between the coverage and mode of operation of observer 
missions and their ability to observe the proceedings effectively. It is evi-
dent that the greater the number of observers, the greater the coverage 
of an election. But in countries with large populations and difficult ter-
rain, it is more difficult to attain full coverage, and consequently a large 
percentage of polling stations remain unobserved. This problem may 
be lessened by the fact that the population does not know beforehand 
which areas will be observed, so individuals will be very likely on their 
guard. One approach that maximizes coverage with smaller numbers is 
to deploy roaming observer teams, rather than fixed teams that remain in 
one station for the entire day.45 Roaming or mobile observer teams are 
able to achieve greater coverage by visiting several polling stations in one 
day. The shortcoming in this method is that there is little to guarantee 
that offences will not occur after a team has departed from a particular 
polling station, so the possibility of noticing irregularities decreases.

Training

Arising from the criticism of lack of efficiency of observer teams is the 
related concern of lack of professionalism and training. If individuals on 
observer teams do not take the exercise seriously, observation will be 
performed with even less efficiency.46 Many international organizations 
have tried to ensure that their missions, and others, comprise suitable 
persons, who have received the requisite training for electoral observa-
tion. It is hoped that with proper training and guidelines observers will 
apply themselves more seriously to the task and be more competent in 
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their evaluation of an electoral process.47 The UN, for instance, provides 
training and briefing courses for all observers that fall under its mandate 
in Joint International Observer Groups (JIOGs).48 Other organizations 
such as the Carter Center and NDI provide similar courses for observers 
on their teams, usually shortly before the observation of a particular elec-
tion.

Observer Guidelines and Best Practices

In addition to the support given by the UN, other organizations periodi-
cally conduct formal training courses for international observers.49 These 
courses often provide information on the background of international 
election observation, the importance of democracy and elections and 
how to conduct observation in a neutral and professional manner. An 
important supplement to these and other courses50 is the growing num-
ber of guidelines and manuals geared towards professionalizing observa-
tion missions.51 An examination of these manuals reveals an emphasis on 
four main principles that are central to competent election observation: 
neutrality, comprehensiveness, transparency and accuracy.52

Neutrality

The first principle that cannot be overstated is the respect for the sover-
eignty of the country holding elections. Associated with this fundamental 
standard is the rule that observers should not interfere with the election 
process and direct questions and suggestions to election officials and oth-
ers in position of authority. Observers should be careful to display neu-
trality and non-bias in their activities and statements; actions such as 
accepting gifts from political parties, wearing party colours or attending 
party functions may be interpreted as support for one side and therefore 
undermine and compromise the impartiality of observers as neutral wit-
nesses of an electoral process.

Comprehensive Reporting

The final verdict of observers concerning their assessment of the legiti-
macy of an election will most likely determine the opposition and inter-
national community’s acceptance of the winning party. Although a 
favourable evaluation, per se, will not necessarily guarantee an uneventful 
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post-election period, one that is favourable and more importantly, cred-
ibly so, is more likely to receive widespread acceptance and encourage 
political stability in the aftermath of an election. It is therefore crucial 
that observers consider all the possible elements and aspects of an elec-
toral process and not make the common shortcut of focusing only on 
polling day activities.53 While resource constraints may often prevent 
observers from making an ideally thorough evaluation of the entire 
electoral process, these and other limitations should be appropriately 
acknowledged in election reports.

Transparency

Transparency in observer intentions and activities and accuracy in the 
compilation and presentation of data and reports are two ethical principles 
that must also form the basis of any observation mission.54 It is impor-
tant that observers clearly state their objectives, methods, assumptions and 
findings of their mission. Political parties, the electoral administration, 
voters and the public in general, must “know what the observers were 
trying to achieve in order to evaluate the results of the observation pro-
cess on its merits, and to determine whether the process was effective”.55 
Even the slightest misperception, doubt or suspicion of an observation 
delegation and the nature and methods of its activities and reporting can 
jeopardize the integrity of the mission. Since persons are generally quite 
apprehensive of international observers, honesty and openness in the com-
munication of their objectives are therefore fundamental.

Accuracy

The main implications of failing to achieve accuracy in collection, com-
pilation and reporting of information are quite clear. If any information 
collected and published by observers is unverifiable or incorrect, the reli-
ability of their conclusions about the electoral process can be substan-
tially undermined. Ambiguous and unsystematically collected data by 
even a few observers can throw off and discredit the findings of a mission 
and affect the accuracy and certainty with which an objective assessment 
of an election can be made. It is therefore important that observers are 
proficient in the relevant language, understand what features to focus on, 
and that data collection sheets are simple and straightforward for use and 
analysis.
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In addition to these four core principles of observation, there are 
other general practical guidelines and basic expectations of election 
observers. Among these, are the ability to exercise personal discretion 
and sound judgement, especially in unexpected and sensitive situations. 
Observers must also abide by the laws of the country at all times and 
refrain from any personal or unprofessional involvement that may distract 
from or undermine the purpose of the mission. Finally, observers should 
desist from making any unauthorized or premature statements on the 
nature of the politics or electoral process in the host country, as again, 
these may undermine the credibility of the mission, especially if such 
statements are in contradiction to the overall findings of the delegation. 
This is not to suggest that all observers should strive to arrive at similar 
conclusions, but that any divergent views may and should be incorpo-
rated appropriately in formal statements and reports.

Reporting and Evaluation

Perhaps the most tangible and lasting part of international election 
observation can be seen as the written statements that are published after 
an election. These include press releases, statements made at press con-
ferences, preliminary reports and the final reports published by the head-
quarters of the organization. Some of these reports have been criticized 
on numerous grounds. One common shortcoming that is identified in 
observer reports is their superficiality. Some reports are so vaguely writ-
ten, that one is left to guess whether the election met democratic stand-
ards. As is shown in the discussion on Guyana, observer reports often 
analyze several aspects of an election without making a definitive final 
statement on the entire procedure.

One reason for this ambiguity is that observers often make value 
judgements and offer very subjective statements on the nature of an elec-
toral process. Although the terms of reference and mandate of the del-
egation are usually to assess the freeness and fairness of an election, and 
many expect a definitive statement in this regard, many observer reports 
are quite inconclusive on the subject. It is therefore not rare to see state-
ments that elections “were a step in the right direction” or that “the 
spirit…augurs well for the future peace and stability”.56 The problems 
associated with overusing the term “free and fair” have been addressed, 
but subjective statements of this nature are equally overused and do not 
provide and objective evaluation of electoral process.
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Similarly, vagueness in reporting also leaves room for the reports and 
statements of observers to be misconstrued. In particular, imprecise 
observer reports do not serve the interests of a ruling party if there is 
any doubt concerning the legitimacy of its victory and can produce fur-
ther tension in the aftermath of an election. Here, opposition parties that 
wish to dispute the election results can take certain statements in reports 
and use them out of their context, manipulating them to strengthen 
their case against the victors. Not only does this untenable scenario pre-
cipitate political conflict and tension, but it can also weaken the cred-
ibility of the organization that published the report, thus marring its 
reputation and future prospects for conducting reliable and convincing 
election observation.57

The underlying motives for publishing vague observation reports may 
sometimes be more tactical than attempting to avoid the catch phrase 
“free and fair”. The pervasiveness of elements of realpolitik cannot be 
ignored in this area. Some critics58 question the political intentions of 
some observation groups and suggest that they are merely the vehicle of 
foreign policy strategies of some governments or international organiza-
tions. In order to justify aid packages and subsequent support for a par-
ticular political regime, verdicts in some observer reports are twisted to 
suit the objectives of donor agencies. This accusation is difficult to prove, 
but is not farfetched in the contemporary political milieu.59

Sometimes, too, observer delegations make value judgements by not 
declaring an election fraudulent even if there are substantial irregulari-
ties. They will usually avoid stating the obvious problems with the expec-
tation that continued assistance and support will create the necessary 
improvements. Highlighting the problems, on the other hand, may just 
perpetuate them. This tendency acknowledges the difficulty and inap-
propriateness of applying strict Western-style democratic standards to 
all countries, and therefore makes supportive statements about a regime 
or political system that seems to be making progress.60 Making subjec-
tive statements about an electoral process for the “good of the country” 
departs from the core purpose of election observation to serve as neutral 
witnesses. However, these assessments are not done in a clinical environ-
ment and must therefore sometimes facilitate room for discretion and 
political sensitivity.

One final concern with election observation has to do with the after-
math of an election. In most instances, observers depart the day after 
polling following a preliminary Statement on the nature of that election. 
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The question of the sustainability of election observation arises when 
there are problems in the post-election period, after these preliminary 
verdicts are made, which often legitimize a ruling party victory.61 Post-
election tensions can threaten the viability of a democracy as much as a 
flawed election can, so observers should refrain from making hasty con-
clusions in a volatile political environment.

This chapter has examined some of the challenges of international 
election observation. To that end, it has explored a number of special 
concerns including sovereignty, the invitation of observers, logistical 
issues, training, professionalism, and the final reports of observer delega-
tions. While there are challenges in logistical aspects of election observa-
tion, the development of codes of conduct, best practices and observer 
guidelines have helped to standardize the process and improve the pro-
fessionalism and efficiency of observer teams.

Conclusion

At the same time, this review has shown that observation does not occur 
in a uniform cultural, development or social context. Observers enter the 
field with personal, ideological and other biases and preconceived notions 
that do not disappear upon reading an observer manual or undergoing 
a briefing or training. Additionally, the assessment of elections is not a 
neutral, apolitical process. This is manifested in the subjectivity and diplo-
matic language applied to the evaluation of many elections. Likewise, the 
discussion has highlighted how observer reports are susceptible to inter-
pretation and manipulation to suit one agenda or another. It is clear how 
these elements of subjectivity, partiality and misconstruction threaten the 
credibility of election observation. However, they force us to acknowl-
edge the reality that election observation is not a sterile activity occurring 
in an abstract theoretical realm. Moreover, recognizing these challenges 
helps one to approach the assessment of election observation with a rec-
onciliation of a benchmark of best practices and realistic expectations.

This review is necessary to provide an analytical framework for the 
assessment of the role and performance of international observers in the 
Caribbean cases, and Guyana in particular. This chapter has shown that 
there have been systems of codification and standardization of the pro-
cedures of international observation. It has also explored the main issues 
and difficulties in adherence to some of these in their application in the 
field. Chapter 4 examines how election observation has developed in the 
Commonwealth Caribbean.
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Introduction

An understanding of the philosophy behind the decision to have some 
elections observed helps to explain why most Caribbean countries have 
fallen within the fold of countries that have had observers. This is so 
as the willingness to host observers is often a necessary foreign policy-
signalling statement for developing countries that wish to be favourably 
viewed by the international community. This indication of conform-
ity with democratic standards is also undertaken in anticipation of the 
receipt of tangible rewards either through the continuation or increase 
of various forms of assistance and positive ratings in various international 
indicators.

This chapter provides an overview of election observation in the 
Commonwealth Caribbean (hereafter called Caribbean unless otherwise 
indicated). First, it provides an overview of some of the main features 
of politics in the region. It then traces the origins of regional election 
observation providing an answer to the main research question: “How 
observers came”? It also provides a chronology of the countries that 
have had elections observed and a discussion on the types of groups that 
have become involved in elections in the region. At the same time, the 
discussion also gives some attention to the countries that have not had 
international observers. In presenting this survey of observation in the 
Caribbean, the research develops a case for the various scenarios in the 
region that have resulted in observed elections. This chapter, therefore, 
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sets out to create a framework of flexible models or typologies of cases 
for election observation in the Caribbean and shows how Guyana exem-
plifies most.

Since the primary focus of this study is the Commonwealth 
Caribbean, only passing mention is made of regional states that do not 
fall within this specific grouping. It is important to note, however, that 
countries such as Haiti, the Dominican Republic and Suriname have all 
had international observers. In all cases, the OAS has been involved most 
consistently while Haiti has had observers from a wide range of organiza-
tions including the OAS, EU, Carter Center and CARICOM through 
joint and long-term observer missions.

Politics in the Commonwealth Caribbean

The core indicators of a stable and sustainable democratic system remain 
a highly controversial theme in political theory.1 One indicator which has 
received widespread support in practice and in the literature is a coun-
try’s electoral system. On this approach, the centrepiece of any democ-
racy is the country’s voting system.2 In this regard, Caribbean countries 
have generally been regarded favourably when compared to other groups 
of countries. As shown in Table 4.1, Caribbean countries have held elec-
tions at regular intervals since independence. In the vast majority of 
cases, the general outcomes of these elections have been accepted, and 
governments which have been defeated have handed over power to their 
opponents without protest.

Duncan and Woods identify the Caribbean as the “home to the larg-
est cluster of democracies” in the developing world.3 They state that 
the region has the “longest-lasting set of sustained democracies” with 
interruptions only in Guyana and Grenada. Payne, too, notes that the 
Commonwealth Caribbean countries boast the record of having the 
most durable and effective democratic political system in any sub-region 
in the developing world.4 These countries have been generally regarded 
as having relatively stable democratic politics. Most of them have held 
elections that have been relatively free of major problems. They have had 
a long experience of open competition for the election of representatives 
to their parliaments.5 They have also ranked fairly well on the various 
indicators of civil and political liberties.

Notably, the majority of Caribbean countries have been ranked by 
the Freedom House Index as “free” for most years since adult suffrage. 
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Additionally, from as early as 1980, these rankings have rated Caribbean 
countries as more democratic than other developing countries. 
Interestingly, despite various challenges confronting developing coun-
tries, including the debt crisis, structural adjustment policies, Cold War 
politics and other political and economic crises, on average, Caribbean 
countries were even more democratic in 2000 than in 1980. They have 
therefore maintained their democratic status despite the lack of sustain-
able economic development.6

The view that the region has a sustained “record of commitment to 
democracy, free and fair elections and open party electoral competi-
tion” is common, and has endured to the present.7 This generally posi-
tive assessment of the politics of Commonwealth Caribbean countries 
does not ignore the various challenges that have existed on an individual 

Table 4.1  Post-independence Commonwealth Caribbean general elections by 
country, share observed and date held

Source Created by the author

Country Share Years (*observed elections)

Antigua & Barbuda 4/7 1984, 1989, 1994, 1999*, 2004*, 2009*, 2014*
Bahamas 1/8 1977, 1982, 1987, 1992, 1997, 2002, 2007, 

2012*
Barbados 0/10 1971, 1976, 1981, 1986, 1991, 1994, 1999, 

2003, 2008, 2012
Belize 2/6 1993, 1997(*registration), 1998, 2003 2008*, 

2012*
Dominica 2/8 1980, 1985, 1990, 1995, 2000, 2005, 2009*, 

2014*
Grenada 5/8 1976, 1984*, 1990, 1995, 1999*, 2003*, 2008*, 

2013*
Guyana 7/10 1968, 1973, 1980*, 1985, 1992*, 1997*, 2001*, 

2006*, 2011*, 2015*
Jamaica 5/13 1967, 1972, 1972, 1976, 1980, 1983, 1989, 

1993, 1997*, 2002*, 2007*, 2011*, 2016*
St. Lucia 3/9 1979, 1982, 1987, 1992, 1997, 2001, 2006*, 

2011*, 2016*
St. Kitts & Nevis 4/9 1984, 1989, 1993, 1995*, 1998, 2000, 2004*, 

2010*, 2015*
St. Vincent & the Grenadines 4/8 1984, 1989, 1994, 1998, 2001*, 2005*, 2010*, 

2015*
Trinidad & Tobago 2/14 1966, 1971, 1976, 1981, 1986, 1991, 1995, 

2000*, 2001, 2002, 2007*, 2008, 2010*, 2015*
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or systemic level. Given the focus of this research, it is not possible to 
give a full catalogue of the challenges faced by each and every country 
within the region. Despite this, a number of significant cases are men-
tioned with a view to providing an indication of the kinds of problems 
which emerged. In general, these problems have attracted the attention 
of international actors while at the same time, they have created the cir-
cumstances whereby local actors have sought the involvement of interna-
tional observers.

The socio-economic situation faced by many Caribbean countries 
has provided a challenging context for democratic development. This 
has been exacerbated by what has been described in the post-Cold War 
period as the elements of “an unforgiving global economy”.8 Economic 
difficulties have been compounded by the external relations of some 
Caribbean countries with the USA and UK. The interference of the 
political administrations of these countries in some Caribbean elections, 
and subsequently in ignoring problems concerning these elections, must 
be acknowledged.

The end of Cold War politics undoubtedly created the political space 
for the USA and other Western governments to formulate foreign poli-
cies that focused on democratization and the rhetoric of holding “free 
and fair” elections even if they had previously blatantly supported 
undemocratic regimes or ignored unambiguously flawed electoral sys-
tems. The well-documented role of the CIA in destabilizing the political 
system in Guyana, for instance, is duly noted.

It is also true that the early twenty-first century has heralded a host of 
intensified challenges for small Caribbean economies. One cannot ignore 
the fact that many of the issues that are now being identified as blemishes 
on the democratic character of the countries, and therefore as precon-
ditions for the presence of international observers, have always existed. 
To suggest, therefore, that problems of stealing ballots, rigging elec-
tions, manipulating votes or voter intimidation are emerging features of 
Caribbean electoral systems is disingenuous. Despite these infringements, 
the region has maintained its record of stability.9

Exceptions

A few Caribbean states have represented exceptions to this picture of 
democratic stability within and outside the context of Cold War politics, 
and there have also been periods in which specific countries have faced 
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problems and moments of crisis in some. There have also been prob-
lematic areas within the political and electoral systems of some countries 
which, while not amounting to an internal crisis or threatening instabil-
ity, represented deviations from best practices. Payne discusses the cases 
of Grenada, Guyana, and Antigua and Barbuda as clear anomalies in this 
regard: Grenada, for its Cold War flirtation with Marxist politics until 
1983; Guyana, for its protracted period of Cold War-influenced rigged 
elections; and Antigua and Barbuda for the politics of the Bird dynasty.10 
In addition, it should be noted that prior to the Grenadian Revolution in 
1979, the political practices of the Eric Gairy regime had become prob-
lematic as they related to issues such as press freedom and the use of vio-
lence against political opponents. Based on such deviations, there have 
been a few Caribbean countries that have ever been ranked as “partly 
free” or “not free” for more than a year since independence/during the 
period under review.11

Schraufnagel and Sgnouraki reiterate the position of the Caribbean 
“as exceptional” among developing countries for sustaining “so many 
liberal democratic polities” since independence.12 They caution, how-
ever, that the democratic experience for these countries has not been 
uniform or perfect. Some countries have had longer periods of stabil-
ity; some have experienced specific entrenched problems; and some have 
endured crises and attempted coups as well as military interventions.

It has been suggested that Guyana has witnessed a “failure of dem-
ocratic rule”; the Bahamas, Barbados and Jamaica have been consid-
ered “relatively stable”; Antigua and Barbuda, Dominica, Trinidad and 
Tobago, and Grenada are those which have been styled with the so-
called crises and interruptions.13 These classifications are subjective, 
however, as Jamaica that has been placed with those at the apex of demo-
cratic stability may be considered to have experienced more pockets of 
sustained problems including socially embedded violence based on the 
garrison phenomenon and the associated intimidation and bogus vot-
ing, thereby perhaps experiencing more sustained problems than coun-
tries such as Trinidad and Tobago and Grenada that have been regarded 
as having simple “interruptions”. Jamaica may, therefore, be included 
as a less obvious case for the inconsistency of democratic stability in the 
region. In this particular case, Sutton notes the social divisions that have 
formed the basis of “occasional outbursts of political violence”.14 That 
being said, however, all challenges to the democratic systems and varia-
tions in the commitment or ability to nurture these considered; there is a 
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consensus that overall, Commonwealth Caribbean countries have held a 
respectable record in maintaining democratic standards.

This assessment cannot, however, be applied consistently to the entire 
post-colonial period. Barrow-Giles and Joseph identify two fairly distinct 
periods of democratic development.15 The first is from the 1950s to the 
1980s followed by the 1990s to present. From most accounts, many of 
the problems or departures from democratic practice occurred during 
the former period. Jamaica, Guyana and Grenada feature in these cases. 
Guyana’s complex history of electoral manipulation was started by the 
UK and US governments and continued to be perpetrated by local polit-
ical parties. The invasion of Grenada in 1983, and the People’s National 
Party (PNP) boycotting of general elections and the circumstances which 
led up to it in Jamaica the same year,16 may have contributed to the 
exaggerated and unsubstantiated view that “elections in the Caribbean, 
like in many other parts of the third world, are never free and fair, rig-
ging and official manipulation and stealing of ballots are the norm, rather 
than the exception”.17

The records of the mid-1990s onwards show that unlike the previ-
ous period, elections held in the region were more consistent with posi-
tive democratic indicators. Even if one takes a sceptical view and explores 
the cases that have had breaches since the 1990s, there has not been a 
worsening of these standards. Jamaica (1993) had increased problems 
of violence and irregularities, while Guyana (1992) received a positive 
assessment of an election that was partially flawed. Despite these two 
examples, subsequent elections in the Caribbean have generally been 
considered as falling within the range of normal.

It is interesting to note that the stated period of consolidation or 
greater stability coincides with the genesis of the pressure to have observ-
ers. Guyana represents the clear case for the justification of observers 
given the protracted history of electoral problems and also given the 
persistent requests for these by several internal actors. The country is 
a model for Caribbean observation as it had been exposed to the prac-
tice of from as early as 1964. The 1992 observation may, therefore, be 
regarded as a culmination of efforts to establish a stable political system. 
Subsequent observations in 1997 and 2001 are also justifiable and rea-
sonable from the perspective that the country experienced further elec-
toral problems. Guyana has continued inviting international observers, 
and they have been present in all elections up to 2015.
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Observation in the Caribbean

The majority of Commonwealth Caribbean countries have had interna-
tional observers. At the end of 2009, only two countries: The Bahamas 
and Barbados did not have observers. The Bahamas eventually invited 
observers in 2102. One of the aims of this discussion is to offer rea-
sons for the exclusion of this group from the regional trend. One sug-
gestion that readily comes to mind is that these countries have had 
relatively stable political systems. However, a similar assessment may be 
made of many of the other Commonwealth Caribbean states despite 
some deviations and interruptions during some points of their political 
history. Despite this durable democratic fabric, most of these countries 
have had international observers. As Table 4.1 shows, of the over 100 
post-independence elections held in the region, approximately one-third 
have been observed. The following section discusses some of the reasons 
observers have come to the region.

Cold War Politics

Observers have become involved in Caribbean countries because of 
a range of geopolitical factors. Guyana (1964), as the region’s earli-
est instance of the involvement of international observers, presents 
a clear example of how foreign policy initiatives may be largely driven 
by the strategic need to control political outcomes. The presence of a 
Commonwealth team of observers in this election related to the inter-
national relations of the period and the manner in which East–West ten-
sions led to reduced trust and hence the call of international observation. 
It is likely, though, that Guyana would have experienced similar, if less 
intense, electoral problems even in the absence of any external manipula-
tion or geostrategic concerns, given the underlying divided politics in the 
country.

Cold War politics also played a major role in the observation of elec-
tions in Grenada (1984) by the OAS. There were problems relating elec-
tions prior to the Grenadian Revolution, alluded to above, and hence it 
could be suggested that there was an internal case for observation. In 
addition, Grenada falls somewhat within the concept of a post-conflict 
situation but the main driving force appears to have been the desire of 
the USA to ensure that its intervention was seen in a democratic light. 
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In this context, OAS observation can be seen as representing the inter-
ests of the USA following the invasion of the country. This and subse-
quent cases of observation highlight the point that external involvement 
in elections in Grenada has best been justified by the provision of tech-
nical and administrative assistance. As this is not the primary purpose 
of observers, and the first instance of observation occurred long before 
the trend gained momentum, it is fair to explain the 1984 case as being 
dictated by the politics of the era. The dynamics of regional and inter-
national relations during the peak of the Cold War must therefore be 
integrated into the rationale for the presence of international observers 
in the region.

National Dynamics

Within the various Caribbean states, there have been significant internal 
factors which have prepared the way for the invitation of international 
observers. This includes countries that have experienced considerable 
election-related problems such as fraud and violence. This has been par-
ticularly so in countries with deep distrust and divisions in the political 
environment such as in Guyana and Jamaica. Antigua and Barbuda may 
also be included in this group due to the widespread electoral malprac-
tice of the various administrations under the Bird dynasty.18 Dominica 
has also experienced irregularities with successive voters’ lists having more 
names than the entire population.19 A recurring electoral challenge con-
cerns various problems with the registration process in a number of coun-
tries. These range from unclear procedures to padding lists with names of 
deceased persons, overseas voters or non-eligible migrants. Where trust is 
low, this has heightened the probability that opposition and civic groups 
would call for the presence of international observers. This was the case 
for Guyana (1992), Jamaica (1997) and Antigua (2004).

Observers as a Norm

A number of the Caribbean countries which have had observers have 
been low on the scale of electoral problems, and their acceptance of 
observers must be seen within the context where it had become part 
of the package of holding elections. Many of these did not have inter-
national observers for the first time until fairly long after the practice 
became a regular feature of international relations. By the late 1990s  
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and early 2000s, Caribbean countries with widely varying political situ-
ations were on the election observation roster for the different inter-
national observer groups. For example, of the 37 elections held in 
the Caribbean from 1998 to 2010, 21 or more than 50% had observ-
ers. Some of these cases can be explained by the aforementioned fac-
tors related to Cold War politics and electoral problems. Others are 
more problematic to justify as these countries neither featured promi-
nently in East–West tensions nor presented any major electoral prob-
lems. This trend strongly suggests a third and significant reason for the 
development of international observation in the Caribbean. This argu-
ment does not imply that these countries have had an entirely clean elec-
toral or political slate. Rather, it proposes that the main factor for the 
development of election observation in the region must be explained 
by reference to the growing acceptance of observers as a norm which in 
combination with local factors led to their acceptance. This is especially 
evident when one looks at the trend between 2011 and 2015. Thirteen 
of the fourteen (92%) elections held had international observers. Only 
the Barbados did not.

International election observation has become a norm, of inter-
national relations, albeit selectively applied. Caribbean countries that 
have invited or been prompted to invite international observers have 
been eager to show the international community that they are in con-
formance with the developed norm of holding free and fair elections.20 
Acquiescing to international observers has, therefore, become a signal-
ling statement that these countries are holding reputable elections or, at 
the very least, are making maximum efforts to do so. This is especially 
the case for this final category of countries that do not have any other 
substantive reason to have international observers.

Multiple Factors

It is evident that these reasons are not at all mutually exclusive. So, for 
example, countries with features of electoral systems that have been 
more problematic have been more likely to display their compliance with 
this norm. This argument is even more compelling within the context 
of the dominant research of an enduring Caribbean democratic stabil-
ity. Jamaica in 1997 would have been on much stronger grounds and 
even much more inclined to reject the notion that international observ-
ers were necessary, were they not so dependent on US assistance.  
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The converse is also applicable for Caribbean countries which have been 
better placed economically and which have been regarded as mature and 
stable democracies. These have been under less pressure to make any sig-
nalling statements regarding this norm.

In the case of Barbados, there have been no significant internal fail-
ures of the political or electoral system which would have attracted 
the attention of the international community or other compelling for-
eign policy issues. In addition, the level of trust between political actors 
has meant that up to the time of writing, there have been no internal 
demands for international observers which could have emerged in other 
countries with comparable electoral records. In addition, the national 
pride of the country is entangled with its self-perception as a stable 
democracy. Barbados has avoided inviting international observers, a fate 
which other fiercely nationalist nations have had to endure.

In the case of some countries that have had observers because of fac-
tors relating to geopolitics, there have also been more serious electoral 
problems. Guyana’s early electoral history is marked by intense involve-
ment and manipulation by US and UK governments. Many of the mal-
practices there were either intentionally instigated or supported by these 
administrations. Other problems resulted from playing on the weak-
nesses and divisions in Guyanese politics and society. Guyana would, 
therefore, need more attention from international observers because of 
the deeply entrenched political problems that may not have been entirely 
externally created, but were certainly exacerbated by external forces, 
including noteworthy interventions by the governments of the USA and 
UK. To a significant extent, the observation of elections in Guyana rep-
resents a complex and ironic reality as a form of political reparation and 
compensation for the history of manipulation. This is particularly the 
case in 1992 when the Carter Center played a central role in the PPP’s 
return to power.

Grenada, on the other hand, has had a more blatantly intrusive rela-
tionship with the USA manifested in the 1983 invasion. The significant 
difference is that the external involvement was not as protracted as in 
Guyana. At the same time, the negative implications of USA–Grenada 
relations did not involve a manipulation of the electoral system. So while 
the initial observation of elections in Grenada was Cold War related, 
there have been no further or extreme electoral problems which have led 
to the need for observers in subsequent elections. These latter observa-
tions, which may be more aptly described as technical assistance, may be 
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explained by a combination of Grenada’s expressed democratic commit-
ment and the USA’s stamp of political approval through the OAS.

Chronology of Observation in the Caribbean

Even globally, election observation did not become a clear trend until the 
1990s (see Table 4.2, which provides a chronology of observers in the 
Commonwealth Caribbean). However, the earliest instance of interna-
tional election observation in the region was over forty years ago in 1964. 

Table 4.2  Observed elections in the Commonwealth Caribbean 1964–2016

Year Country International observer group(s)

1964 Guyana Commonwealth
1980 Guyana International Team of Observers
1984 Grenada OAS
1992 Guyana Carter, Commonwealth
1995 St. Kitts & Nevis Commonwealth
1997 Belize OAS (registration)

Guyana CARICOM (Audit 1997/1998), 
Commonwealth, OAS

Jamaica Carter
1999 Antigua & Barbuda Commonwealth

Grenada OAS
2000 Trinidad & Tobago CARICOM, Commonwealth
2001 Guyana CARICOM, Carter, Commonwealth, EU, 

GLTOG, OAS
St. Vincent and the Grenadines CARICOM, OAS

2002 Jamaica CARICOM, Carter
2003 Grenada OAS
2004 Antigua & Barbuda CARICOM, Commonwealth

St. Kitts & Nevis CARICOM, Commonwealth
2005 St. Vincent & the Grenadines CARICOM, OAS
2006 Guyana Carter, Commonwealth, EU, OAS

St. Lucia CARICOM, OAS
2007 Jamaica CARICOM, OAS

Trinidad & Tobago CARICOM
2008 Belize Commonwealth

Grenada OAS
2009 Antigua & Barbuda CARICOM

Dominica CARICOM, OAS
2010 St. Kitts & Nevis CARICOM, OAS

St Vincent & the Grenadines OAS

(continued)
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Source Created by the author

Table 4.2  (continued)

Year Country International observer group(s)

Trinidad & Tobago CARICOM
2011 Jamaica OAS

St. Lucia OAS, CARICOM
St. Kitts & Nevis OAS, CARICOM
Guyana OAS, Commonwealth, CARICOM

2012 Belize OAS
Bahamas OAS, CARICOM
Turks & Caicos Commonwealth
Dominica Republic OAS

2013 Cayman Islands Commonwealth
Grenada OAS, CARICOM
Nevis Island Assembly Election CARICOM

2014 Antigua & Barbuda OAS
Dominica OAS, CARICOM
Montserrat Commonwealth

2015 Anguilla Commonwealth
British Virgin Islands Commonwealth
Guyana Carter, CARICOM, OAS
Haiti CARICOM
St. Kitts & Nevis CARICOM, OAS
Suriname CARICOM
Trinidad & Tobago CARICOM, Commonwealth

2016 Jamaica CARICOM, OAS

A Commonwealth team concluded that these Guyanese elections were 
“fair and proper”, although a dissenting member of the group, a Member 
of Parliament from India, chronicled independent concerns about the 
process that in his estimation did not make the elections free or fair.21 
There was a twenty-year hiatus from observers until the 1980s when the 
International Team of Observers led by Lord Avebury observed elections 
in Guyana (1980) and the OAS observed elections in Grenada (1984).

Observation became a more regular feature between 1990 and 1999 
with seven observed elections in six countries.22 The momentum of 
the trend has clearly built as there have already been 19 observed elec-
tions in ten countries23 between 2000 and December 2010. The most 
recent instance of a country having had observers for the first time was 
Dominica in 2009. Although there has subsequently been controversy 
regarding the latter elections, the OAS described them as positive and as 
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“a true reflection of the will of the people”.24 There were twenty-nine 
observed elections in the Caribbean between 1964 and 2010 and over 
fifty by the end of 2015. The majority of these twenty-nine have been 
assessed positively by various teams of international observers.

Observer Groups

Three main actors have observed elections in the Caribbean: the 
Commonwealth, the OAS and the Carter Center, and one the EU (in 
addition to the special case of the International Team of Observers 
for the 1980 Guyana elections). Their roles are not surprising given 
their various historical and political linkages to the region. The 
Commonwealth has observed eleven elections in five countries,25 while 
the OAS observed fifteen elections in eight countries including Belize 
(1997 registration).26

The majority of countries under review have had observers from one 
main extra-regional group. So, for instance, Grenada (1984, 1999, 2003 
and 2008), St. Vincent and the Grenadines (2001, 2005 and 2010), 
St. Lucia (2006) and Dominica (2009) had OAS observers. Similarly, 
Antigua and Barbuda (1999, 2004), and Trinidad and Tobago (2000) 
had Commonwealth observers. In some cases, CARICOM also observed 
the above or subsequent elections but no other extra-regional group was 
involved. None of these countries has ever presented a case of serious 
breaches of procedures or practices during an election observed, and the 
respective observer teams have reported positively on these elections.

Three countries, Belize, St. Kitts and Nevis, and Jamaica, have had 
two different groups observe their elections. The registration procedure 
in Belize in 1997 was overseen by the OAS, while the 2008 election was 
observed by the Commonwealth. There is no stated reason for the differ-
ence in teams on each occasion. However, the initial observation could be 
better described as the verification of the registration process rather than 
the actual observation of an election. In the case of St. Kitts, the 1999 
and 2004 elections were observed by the Commonwealth, and the 2010 
by the OAS with CARICOM being involved in the latter two elections.

Jamaica has also had observer teams from two, the Carter Center and 
the OAS. CARICOM has also observed elections in Jamaica. The Carter 
Center played a pivotal role in mediating tensions between political 
stakeholders in the pre-election period of 1997 and ultimately observed 
these elections. Their involvement in 2002 was ostensibly an attempt to 
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solidify the positive elements from 1997. By 2007, although the country 
had invited five observer teams, only the OAS and CARICOM observed 
the elections.27 In this case, the Carter Center expressed the view that 
due to the “tremendous progress” that Jamaica had made in improving 
the various elements of the electoral system it “did not deem” their par-
ticipation necessary.28

The OAS and CARICOM observed the 2016 General Elections.29 
The OAS commended the Electoral Commission of Jamaica (ECJ) for 
implementing many of the recommendations made in 2007 as these con-
tributed to improvements in the process. The OAS highlighted other 
campaign financing, gender inclusion and low voter turnout as areas that 
could be improved. The overall assessment was positive and reaffirmed 
the CARICOM report that “voters were able to cast their ballots with-
out intimidation or harassment, and … (the results) reflected the will of 
the people of Jamaica and reinforced their commitment to the demo-
cratic process”. Jamaica can, therefore, be viewed as transitioning to hav-
ing observers more for acquiescing to an international norm than for 
great expectations of observers influencing the conduct of the elections.

Only two countries, Belize and Guyana, have had observers from both 
the Commonwealth and the OAS for the same election. In the case of 
Belize, this was on two separate occasions as noted above. Guyana, how-
ever, presents an extreme case for the number of observer organizations 
to have been involved in their elections. Guyana has had observers from 
most notable groups since the very first observation. These groups rep-
resent the different international stakeholders, donors and providers of 
technical assistance in the country. It is therefore not surprising for the 
Commonwealth and the OAS to be jointly involved in the observation of 
elections in Guyana since 1997.

The Organization of American States

The OAS has observed more elections in the region than any other 
group. Since 1999, it has observed more than 20 elections in 11 
Caribbean states.30 This organization is more involved in Latin America 
and the non-English speaking Caribbean than in the Commonwealth 
territories. The OAS has observed four elections in Grenada and three 
in Guyana, but has only had monopoly over the process in the former. 
It has observed one election in Belize (1997, registration), St. Vincent 
and the Grenadines (2005), St. Lucia (2006) and Dominica (2009). 
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With the exception of Belize, it is the only organization to have observed 
the poll in these countries. The OAS has never observed elections in 
Trinidad and Tobago (Table 4.3).

The Commonwealth

The Commonwealth rivals the OAS with the number of elections it has 
observed in the Caribbean. Within the region, it has observed more elec-
tions in Guyana than in any other country, Caribbean or otherwise. In 
fact, it has observed every election in Guyana except those in the 1980s. 
As shown in Table 4.4, the Commonwealth has never observed elections 
in Jamaica or Grenada.

The Carter Center

Quantitatively, while the Carter Center has not had the most observa-
tion in the region, it has had intense involvement in Guyana. Although 
it has observed fewer elections in Guyana than the Commonwealth and 
only as many as the OAS, the Center was the main mediating agency in 
this country particularly in the 1992 transitional elections. In fact, it is fair 
to say that their role in these elections exceeded the mandate of simple 

Table 4.3  OAS 
observer missions to 
the Commonwealth 
Caribbean

Source Created by the author

1984 Grenada
1997 Belize (registration), Guyana,
1999 Grenada
2001 Guyana, St. Vincent & the Grenadines
2003 Grenada
2005 St. Vincent & the Grenadines
2006 Guyana, St. Lucia
2007 Jamaica
2008 Grenada
2009 Dominica
2010 St. Kitts & Nevis, St. Vincent & the Grenadines
2011 Jamaica, St. Lucia, St. Kitts & Nevis, Guyana
2012 Belize, Bahamas, Dominican Rep
2013 Grenada
2014 Antigua & Barbuda, Dominica
2015 Guyana, St. Kitts & Nevis
2016 Jamaica
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observers. As is discussed in the subsequent chapters, the officials from 
the Carter Center, Jimmy Carter, specifically took control of nearly every 
aspect and phase of the elections in several ways. The group’s involvement 
in Jamaica was less pervasive, and Carter himself did not visit or personally 
take part in any phase of the observation. Jamaica did not present as much 
of a high-stakes case as Guyana and therefore created far less controversy. 
As shown in Table 4.5, the Carter Center has not observed any Caribbean 
elections since 2006, outside of its protracted involvement in Haiti.

The European Union

The EU’s record of observing elections has been mainly focused on 
Eastern Europe and some African states. The pervasive electoral prob-
lems in Guyana prompted the involvement of every major observer team 

Table 4.4  Common-
wealth observer missions 
to the Caribbean

Source Created by the author

1964 Guyana
1992 Guyana
1995 St. Kitts and Nevis
1997 Guyana
1999 Antigua & Barbuda
2000 Trinidad & Tobago
2001 Guyana
2004 Antigua & Barbuda, St. Kitts & Nevis
2006 Guyana
2008 Belize
2011 Guyana
2012 Turks & Caicos
2013 Cayman Islands
2014 Montserrat
2015 Anguilla, British Virgin Islands

Table 4.5  Carter 
center missions to 
the Commonwealth 
Caribbean

Source Created by the author

1992 Guyana
1997 Jamaica
2001 Guyana
2002 Jamaica
2006 Guyana
2015 Guyana
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and electoral organization in the 2001 election. Is this particular case, 
the EU’s involvement was not exclusively election observation, but pri-
marily focused on technical and financial assistance. It has not been unu-
sual for its observation to be included in a bundle of other such activities 
and has been the modus operandi in Guyana, given the range of prob-
lems. The EU became involved from as early as October 2000 through 
the establishment of a field office that was mounted in conjunction with 
the Guyana Long-Term Observation Group (GLTOG): a composite of 
UK, United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and EU inter-
ests. Within the wider Caribbean, the EU has only observed elections in 
Haiti.

Caricom

CARICOM observer missions are shown in Table 4.6.
CARICOM first became involved in election observation through a 

request for the audit of the 1997 elections in Guyana. Although this first 
instance was not observation per se, CARICOM assumed a post-elec-
tion mediatory role that is not usually within the mandate of the typi-
cal international observation mission. Since then, the organization has 
partnered with the OAS and has participated in joint observer missions 

Table 4.6  CARICOM election missions: 1997–2016

Source Created by the author

1997/1998 Guyana (Audit 1997/1998)
2000 Haiti, Suriname, Trinidad & Tobago
2001 Guyana, St. Vincent & the Grenadines
2002 Jamaica
2004 Antigua & Barbuda, St. Kitts & Nevis
2005 St. Vincent & the Grenadines
2006 Haiti, St. Lucia
2007 Jamaica, Trinidad & Tobago
2009 Antigua & Barbuda, Dominica
2010 St. Kitts & Nevis, Suriname, Trinidad & Tobago
2011 Haiti
2012 Bahamas
2013 Grenada, Nevis Island Assembly Election
2014 Dominica
2015 Guyana, Haiti, St. Kitts & Nevis, Suriname, Trinidad & Tobago
2016 Jamaica
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throughout the Caribbean. At the inception of its role as regional elec-
tion observer, it was difficult to assess CARICOM’s role or evaluation as 
the final reports were not readily accessible. More recently, however, the 
organization has made been more systematic and consistent with reports 
on observer missions.

Trends and Themes

Caribbean countries have become prime candidates for election observa-
tion. The Commonwealth and the OAS have been the most active in this 
field. While the Carter Center and the EU have mounted fewer observa-
tion teams, this lower profile does not reflect a similar level of interest in 
the region. In the case of the OAS and the Carter Center, their involve-
ment has been closely related to US foreign policy objectives within the 
region; one of promoting liberal democracy as a banner for maintaining 
a sphere of influence. The Commonwealth’s activities represent an effort 
to show commitment and support to foster democracy within the group 
of countries. The decision of the EU to participate as a predominant 
actor demonstrates the evolving strengthened links between displaying 
a commitment to democracy and good governance and developmental 
assistance.

The dominant pattern for election observation in the Caribbean has 
been the absence of overlapping groups in any one country. The coun-
tries that have had one group or the other have not been regarded as 
posing serious threats to democracy. These countries generally fit the 
typology of those that have acquiesced to having international observ-
ers because the practice has become an international norm and/or 
have had more than average noticeable electoral problems (Jamaica, 
Antigua and Barbuda). This trend of some countries having the same 
observer group at subsequent elections or only one organization rep-
resented at the same election (even if not the same as in previous elec-
tions) strengthens the argument that Caribbean countries have enjoyed 
a respectable level of democratic stability. At the same time, this trend 
also highlights the reality that there are limited resources among organ-
izations, so that without severe cases of breaches, the developed prac-
tice or norm has been for the participation of one main group in any 
given election.

The stark exception in all these possible permutations is Guyana. It is 
the only country to have consistently had more than one observer group 
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in various elections. More so, it is the only country to have had mul-
tiple teams observing the same election. This is not unusual given the 
extent and range of complex electoral and political challenges faced by 
the country.

Caribbean countries have not had uniform experiences with interna-
tional observers. The patterns and outcomes of observation have pre-
sented a broad spectrum of cases in the region. The models of cases that 
have emerged have been largely dependent on the socio-political con-
ditions, geopolitical factors and the status of foreign relations between 
the individual Caribbean host states and the home states of the observer 
organizations. The less contentious cases at one end of this range of 
typologies include the countries that have had extra-regional interna-
tional observers only once, by one organization, with the general accept-
ance of observer presence and verdicts. Within the middle ground are 
those that have had more electoral problems and have had observers at 
least twice. At the more contentious end of this still subjective contin-
uum are the cases that have had multiple observations, multiple observer 
groups and varying degrees of controversy surrounding observer pres-
ence and/or verdicts.

Within the first set are the cases of Trinidad and Tobago, St. Lucia 
and Dominica. Each has had observers two or three times from only one 
extra-regional group: Trinidad and Tobago (2007, 2010 and 2015) by 
the Commonwealth; St. Lucia (2006 and 2011) and Dominic (2009 
and 2014) by the OAS. In addition to this, each of these countries had 
elections observed by CARICOM. In the case of Trinidad and Tobago, 
this included subsequent elections in 2007 and 2010, which may rep-
resent a trend for the future as discussed in the concluding chapter to 
this research. It would also be quite appropriate to include Belize at this 
end of the spectrum despite its recorded (registration) observation by 
the OAS in 1997. This first instance was part of a wider programme of 
observation and technical assistance aimed at improving the country’s 
electoral code. So while it may have been referred to as an observation 
exercise, it was limited to the registration process. The first elections to 
have been observed in Belize, in the traditional sense, were not until 
2008 by the Commonwealth.31

The discussion of these countries as milder cases does not ignore 
the shortcomings or problems in any of their political systems. So, 
for instance, the racial divisions in Trinidad and Tobago and, to a 
lesser extent, Belize have only weakened the possibility of fortifying 
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the democratic fabric in these countries. St. Lucia, too, has not been 
untouched by allegations of corruption or misappropriation of donor 
agency funds.32 Moreover, the quality of elections has been adversely 
affected by the common charge of voters’ lists inflated with duplications 
and names of non-existent and deceased persons. This irregularity has 
been a common feature of all three countries and has, especially in the 
case of Belize, been attributed to demographic and geopolitical factors of 
ethnicity and porosity of borders.33

Acquiescence to the presence of observers in all of these cases was 
fairly straightforward. However, all were instigated by accusations from 
opposition parties of various forms of impropriety by the incumbents. 
Allegations of corruption and intentions to rig upcoming elections were 
a common chord. In Trinidad and Tobago, for example, unprecedented 
complaints concerning registration irregularities emerged for the first 
time in 2000. The issue of voter-padding, which had never arisen in pre-
vious elections, superseded even the underlying muted racial tensions. 
While there were no similar problems concerning the voters’ list in St. 
Lucia and Belize, the accusations from opposition parties in both coun-
tries formed sufficient grounds for the incumbents to issue invitations to 
international observers.

The assessment of the elections in all three countries was unam-
biguously positive despite the various complaints and challenges. The 
Commonwealth evaluated the elections in Trinidad and Tobago in 
very clear terms as facilitating “the free expression of will” and for pro-
ducing results “that reflected the will of the people” and that “clearly 
demonstrate[d] the depth of the country’s democratic culture”.34 The 
organization’s tone in its verdict on Belize was still positive if more cau-
tious. The team noted that the “elections were credible” and the coun-
try’s democracy “mature”. The hesitance to make reference to the 
expression of the “will of the people” might have more to do with more 
recent conservative approaches to making observer verdicts than with the 
relative quality of elections in Belize.35 The OAS commented that the St. 
Lucian elections were extremely “peaceful and without incident”, reflect-
ing a “very solid democracy in the Caribbean”.36 The verdicts reinforce 
the status of these countries as having stable democratic conditions in 
spite of the challenges of their electoral systems.

Progressing towards to the middle tier of cases are the countries 
that do not necessarily have glaring breaches of democratic standards, 
but have attracted more attention than the previous set. Within the 
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specific Caribbean context, however, these states, Antigua and Barbuda, 
St. Kitts and Nevis and St. Vincent and the Grenadines, have presented 
more deviant cases of political challenges. All three have had observ-
ers four times, mainly under pressure from opposition parties. St Kitts 
and Nevis first had international observers in 1995 against an electoral 
background of political violence and antagonism in the aftermath of the 
previous 1993 elections. There were no observers for the next elections 
in 2000, but there was a Commonwealth team present in 2004 along 
with CARICOM, and then the OAS and CARICOM in 2010 and 2015. 
Antigua and Barbuda first had Commonwealth observers in 1999 under 
clouds and allegations of corruption. Calls for observers from the oppo-
sition intensified in 2004 with its expressed refusal to accept “another 
election hijacking” or to be fooled by another “typical Lester Bird 
trick”.37 The Commonwealth and CARICOM observed in 2004 but 
only CARICOM in 2009. The OAS observed the last elections in 2014 
visiting 100% of the polling. They noted high campaign spending as a 
concern but commented positively on most other aspects of the poll.

Following the highly controversial minority victory of the New 
Democratic Party (NDP) in 1998, the OAS observed elections in 
St. Vincent and the Grenadines, first in 2001, again in 2005 and sub-
sequently in 2010 and 2015. Following the 1998 elections, the Unity 
Labour Party (ULP) accused the NDP of “glaring electoral irregularities, 
fraud, bribery and intimidation” and although they did not legally chal-
lenge the election results, the ULP conducted protests which, along with 
deteriorating economic and social conditions, heightened tensions in the 
country. There were also mild allegations of problems relating to the 
voters’ list. These conditions provided strong grounds for the invitation 
of an OAS team to observe the 2001 elections. The political conditions 
prior to the 2005 elections were not as tense, but allegations of irregu-
larities with the process of voter registration intensified. These concerned 
similar demographically founded fears as in Belize and some OECS states 
that the presence of migrant populations provided loopholes in the sys-
tem for the manipulation of the voters’ list which could ultimately affect 
the results of the election.

With respect to the evaluation of the elections, Antigua and 
Barbuda rated most favourably among this group. The verdicts of the 
Commonwealth that the 1999 polls reflected a “well rooted and vigor-
ous”38 democratic culture did not necessarily reflect the apparent angst of 
the people or alleged levels of corruption. However, the eventual change 
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of administration in 2004 arguably vindicated the quality of the electoral 
system and influenced the conclusion that “despite shortcomings”, and 
the need for some “adjustments … the election was credible and reflected 
the will of the people”.39 The observer team’s assessment of successive 
elections in St. Kitts-Nevis was similarly uncontroversial and stated that 
the elections were “credible and reflected the will of the people”.40

The OAS assessed the 2001 elections in St. Vincent and the 
Grenadines as “having accurately reflected the will of the … people”,41 
but was less approving of the 2005 process which the team described 
as having “permitted the electorate to exercise its choices through the 
polls”.42 Overall, they expressed a mere “satisfaction with the conduct of 
the elections”.43 In 2015, the OAS team chronicled a number of weak-
nesses in the election and did not definitively assess the freeness and 
fairness of the process. However, it noted “OAS Observers did not dis-
cern any fraudulent activities and the … issues would not have materi-
ally affected the outcome of the vote”.44 Overall, despite the concerns 
with various issues affecting the quality of elections in these countries, 
the positive verdicts given by observer delegations continue to reinforce 
the view of the Caribbean as a democratically stable region.

Grenada has been a special case that has been more difficult to place 
along a continuum. On the one hand, the country has a notably disturb-
ing political and electoral history. These included problems under the 
Gairy regime as well as matters concerning the revolution and related 
events. On the other hand, since the 1980s, Grenada has not had any 
serious electoral problems, but has continued to have international 
observers ostensibly because of its political background. The first elec-
tions after the US invasion were described by Reagan as a positive “dem-
ocratic exercise of popular sovereignty”.45 The country has since had 
OAS observers in 1999, 2003 and 2008. These elections were uncon-
troversial despite a few problems related to the counting and tabulation 
of votes. There were no detailed or noteworthy comments regarding 
the quality of the elections outside the scope of “orderly queues” and 
“respectful and courteous people”.46

In 2003 in particular, the problems that arose had more to do with 
the timeliness and effectiveness of international observers, than with the 
quality of the Grenadian elections. For this election, the deployment and 
choice of an observer team were delayed because of uncertainty about 
the source of funding for the delegation. Related to this was the observer 
team’s declaration that it was not familiar with the particular challenges 
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of the Carriacou division. These problems highlight some of the practical 
hurdles that must be overcome by election observation.

The cases of Jamaica and Guyana especially present a more complex 
set of issues. These countries have had the most controversy surrounding 
observation; both for the political circumstances under which observers 
became involved and by extension, for the receptiveness of the incum-
bents to the notion of inviting observers. Guyana’s protracted elec-
toral problems, which were largely ignored and precipitated during the 
Cold War, were not appropriately acknowledged until the early 1990s. 
Jamaica’s electoral landscape experienced a different set of problems that 
were also not deemed to warrant the presence of international observers 
during the Cold War. The suggestions, and later demands, that observers 
should be invited were perceived as an insult to the democratic standards 
and prestigious international profile of the country, and initially were 
strongly resisted by the incumbent PNP.

Jamaica departs from Guyana, however, in the difference in the 
nature, intensity and duration of problems. There have been three 
observed elections in Jamaica: 1997, 2002 and 2007; the first two by the 
Carter Center and the last by the OAS and CARICOM. The main prob-
lems in Jamaica have been garrison politics, electoral violence, intimida-
tion and electoral fraud.47

In assessing the 1997 elections, the Carter Center noted that there 
were “signs of a good election”. They aptly described this election as “a 
curious juxtaposition of the most sophisticated democratic politics with 
the most primitive form of coercive and violent politics”.48 By 2002, 
there was a consensus that overall, the elections were much better run 
than previous cases. Despite some difficulties concerning intimida-
tion, violence and poor administration that have not been uncommon 
to Jamaican elections, international observers arrived at a more posi-
tive conclusion than in 1997. So, for instance, the Carter Center moved 
beyond merely stating that there “were signs of a good election” to 
acknowledging several commendable elements of the 2002 process.49

On the 2007 elections, the OAS report makes a number of recom-
mendations and observations, but does not provide any concise conclu-
sions. This approach is arguably in keeping with the complexities and 
paradoxes of Jamaican politics: simultaneously reflecting positive and 
negative features. Overall, the team noted that there were relatively few 
areas that needed improvement in an election that was conducted in a 
“peaceful, orderly and courteous” manner.50
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These general assessments by observers on these different Caribbean 
elections reflect the growing tendency to avoid the term “free and fair”. 
This term has been criticized as oversimplifying the complexity of elec-
tion processes.51 The overall language reflected in the observer verdicts 
on Caribbean elections is consistent with the general hesitance to declare 
an election as “free and fair” and provide more comprehensive evalua-
tions of elections. International observers have consistently commented 
on the quality of the democratic exercise, the credibility of the con-
duct of the poll, the peacefulness and orderliness of the process, and on 
whether the elections reflected the will of the people. Altogether these 
alternative phrases reflect the conscious effort by observer groups give 
clear evaluations.

Guyana has had more observed elections, more observer groups and 
more involvement than many other Caribbean countries. International 
observers became involved in Guyanese elections for a combination 
of the reasons of all Caribbean countries: It is notable with respect to 
the international relations factors related to Cold War politics, geopol-
itics and the conformity to an international norm. It has also embod-
ied nearly the entire range of problems relating to political and electoral 
practice in the Caribbean, and contains the underlying social cleavages 
which have or potentially might lead to such problems in other coun-
tries. Among these are racial divisions, high levels of mistrust and the 
abuse of state power for political or corrupt ends. At the electoral levels, 
problems starting with enumeration and ending with the rare question-
ing of the final result, followed by street demonstrations and or violence 
which have been experienced in the Caribbean have all been experi-
enced in Guyana. Included among these have been flawed registrations 
lists, administrative problems on the day of the poll, interference by the 
security forces, biased and unprofessional electoral officials, ballot stuff-
ing and related abuses, violence and intimidation sometimes involving 
armed gangs, as well as questionable tallying and after poll procedures. 
Similarly, the demands for reforms and the formation of local observer 
groups, and the demands for international observers, which have 
occurred elsewhere in the Caribbean have also been present in Guyana

There is no other country in the Caribbean which has manifest this 
full range of issues or which has received the attention of the range of 
observer groups. For these reasons, the case of Guyana merits a more 
detailed discussion that represents all of the issues present in other 
Caribbean states. In short, however, it can be noted initially that despite 
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these numerous, detailed and often intrusive involvements in the coun-
try, improvements in the electoral problems in Guyana and in the gen-
eral perception of the country by various international actors have been 
extremely tedious and painstaking achievements.

Conclusion

There is a broad spectrum of cases involving election observation in the 
Caribbean. At the one end are those countries ascribing to the norm by 
inviting observers for the main purpose of validation, in keeping with 
acceptable international standards. In the middle ground are countries 
with more electoral issues and geopolitical considerations that have made 
them have more instances of observation than the previous set. Towards 
the other end are countries such as Jamaica and Guyana, which have had 
observers on at least five occasions because of more substantive political 
conflicts and irregularities.

Election observation has not been a panacea for all the political prob-
lems in the region. The countries that have made substantial improve-
ments are those that have instigated reforms from within, even with 
suggestions from observation groups. Overall, Caribbean countries 
are more likely to accept and endure the participation of international 
election observers as a useful indicator of their acquiescence to interna-
tional norms. A few countries, such as Trinidad and Tobago and, to a 
lesser degree, Jamaica, have been able to demonstrate their conformity 
with the practice and therefore progress to reducing the need for repeat 
observations. Guyana has had a similar but longer history of election 
observation. The following chapter explores in detail the very complex 
and interesting case of Guyana and the related aspects of election obser-
vation in a Caribbean context.
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Introduction

This chapter assesses the political conditions in Guyana that formed 
the basis for the presence of international observers. These conditions 
include the more obvious ones of fraud, racial conflict and the existence 
of deep political tensions, but also consider other reasons such as the 
need for technical and administrative support and the indication to the 
international community of the country’s commitment to improving the 
electoral process.

In most ways, Guyana is a typical Caribbean country. It faces the 
usual challenges of small economies in the current international political 
economy; it faces the increasing problems of crime and violence; it has 
battled with International Monetary Fund (IMF) structural adjustment 
programmes; it has to deal with the effects of a US security-driven for-
eign policy; and it is increasingly penetrated by narco-trafficking.1 Like 
Trinidad and Tobago it has experienced problems of ethnic division. Like 
Jamaica, Grenada, Antigua and Barbuda and many others, it has had 
pockets of political instability and turbulent elections. Like Grenada in 
particular, Guyana’s political landscape has been manipulated by local 
and external actors.

Guyana has ranked relatively low on several widely accepted interna-
tional indicators of civil and political freedoms and human development. 
The Freedom House surveys have ranked Guyana as partly free from 1974 
to 1993, except for 1975 when it was classified as “not free”. The country 
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was only regarded as “free” in 1994 following extensive electoral reform 
and external assistance. Guyana’s woes did not end with the infusion of 
internationally accepted elections in 1992. Although the country has been 
consistently ranked as free since 1994, the demotion to “partly free” in 
2005 is a stark reflection of persisting political conflict and upheaval despite 
considerable technical and financial assistance. Antigua and Barbuda, 
Jamaica and Grenada have also at various intervals received low ratings for 
their human rights record in civil and political rights.2

Guyana has faced compelling difficulties in its economic, social and 
political development. So, for instance, although the country has 
received debt relief, it continues to grapple with problems of unemploy-
ment, inflation, disparity in distribution of wealth, social unrest and pov-
erty. The country has also persistently endured political tensions between 
government and the main opposition party and has tackled undercurrent 
crises of governance. Within the post-Cold War geopolitical environ-
ment, Guyana has faced more complex problems of crime, security and 
narco-trafficking. Although the “one-size-fits-all” model has been jus-
tifiably rejected in making generalized comparison, this description fits 
many of the challenges facing Caribbean countries.

It is against a background of political tensions, external involvement, 
social unrest and a fraudulent electoral system that this section briefly 
examines some of the main issues and challenges that have dominated 
Guyanese politics. This discussion therefore highlights the main features 
and elements of politics and elections in Guyana that set the stage for the 
invitation or participation of election observers in the political process.

Special Features of Guyana’s Political History

Race

There is consensus that the race is a defining feature of Guyanese poli-
tics.3 The inextricable link between race and politics is a highly sensitive 
issue and is the source of many electoral problems in the country. The 
issue of race is dominant in the context of elections and more specifically, 
their observation.

In an analysis of politics in Guyana, Premdas attributes human rights 
abuses to the lack of an endogenously formed democratic system. One 
major reason for this superficial construct was that the ethnic fragmen-
tation of the post-independence society undermined any cooperative 
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efforts at social cohesion.4 Historical accounts trace the origin of this 
multi-ethnic society to the post-1838 emancipation period, during which 
manpower had to be found from sources other than slave labour. The 
system of indenture provided the labour on the plantations.5 The planta-
tions operated in a manner similar to the townships in South Africa—
each with its own system of law and order with the East Indians living 
and working with few civil and political rights during their seven year 
tenure.

The post-emancipation period also marked the mass departure of 
African labourers to villages and later to urban centres where they 
established themselves in the civil service. This social mobility was due 
to the attainment of skills and training through education and meant 
that the plantation populations comprised mainly East Indians and the 
civil service, mainly Africans. The end of the indenture system in 1917 
led to the migration of Indians from the sugar estates to villages, but 
further entrenched the fragmentation of Guyanese society on ethnic 
grounds. In this regard, the composition and organization of the popu-
lation were along the following general lines: Africans—urban centres, 
civil service; Indians—rural dwellers, farmers or plantation workers; 
Amerindians—reservations: Chinese—urban centres, service industries6; 
and Portuguese—urban centres, professions and businesses. This non-
integrated, multi-ethnic, stratified, communal society intensified in the 
twentieth century and beyond.

The conditions of the international political economy of the post-
World War II era adversely affected economic conditions in Guyana. The 
injustices of the stratified plantation economy were magnified and high-
lighted the country’s external dependence on the international market 
for economic viability. As a survival tool, workers organized themselves 
into trade unions and instigated strike action. This industrial unrest 
along with a poor forecast for the world economy caused dramatic falls 
in the price of sugar and in employment rates and wages. Dissatisfaction 
with these general conditions and the slow pace of reforms for improve-
ment generated the first anti-colonial movement of the Political Affairs 
Committee (PAC).

The PAC (1946) espoused non-racial values and fostered unity among 
the various ethnic groups of the colony. It garnered support from many 
Guyanese academics and later launched the PPP—People’s Progressive 
Party—in 1950. The main aim of the PPP was to foster racial unity 
which it seemed to have done in the outset—with support from up to 
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82% of the population of Africans and Indians. The PPP won the 1953 
elections with Jagan as leader and Burnham as president of party. This 
arrangement was short lived as the British suspended the constitution 
within six months of the election.

The political status of Guyana was particularly chaotic between 1953 
and 1966. The British government suspended the constitution because 
of concerns with the “left-wing sympathies” of some PPP members 
whose actions they felt were “perverting the Constitution” for extrem-
ist ends. The 1953 constitution was not re-instituted until 1957, after 
which the PPP was returned to power in 1957. The alleged pro-commu-
nist association of the PPP was also a source of conflict within the party, 
leading to an eventual split along racial and ideological lines.

This continued racial division has dominated the modern political 
history of Guyana.7 In January 1957, the Indo-Guyanese section led 
by Jagan remained in the PPP, while the Afro-Guyanese group led by 
Forbes Burnham renamed itself the People’s National Congress (PNC). 
This division of the party would soon intensify the polarization of 
Guyanese politics in which the membership of the two major political 
parties was essentially determined by ethnic cleavages.8 So, for instance, 
the period from 1961 to 1964 witnessed severe rioting along ethnic 
lines, while the election campaign of 1961 featured race and ideology as 
bargaining chips for votes. Within the context of racially motivated vot-
ing, the PPP won the elections with Jagan as Prime Minister.9

The PNC offered little support for independence under a Jagan-led 
government. The immediate post-election period in 1965 was marred by 
demonstrations, violence, external interference and general political may-
hem. Independence efforts were subsequently postponed amidst strikes 
led primarily by Indo-Guyanese. These disturbances culminated in great 
tensions between Indians and Africans.10

Inter-ethnic conflicts were sporadic and rare before 1947. By 1953, 
violence among ethnic groups became a national problem with each 
group struggling for political dominance over the other.11 The political 
fragmentation of the PPP hinged on ethnic identity, therefore fortified 
ethnic conflict and polarization, particularly in the political sphere. This 
environment of political tension is captured in the following:

An independent Guyana under Jagan, Creoles feared, “would be a country 
with Africans as slaves to East Indians,” whereas an Indian political leader 
charges that “the Negroes have drunk the goblet of power and now see no 
necessity to share anything with the East Indians.12
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The following years saw a continuation along the path of a politics of 
racial division. Based on a constitutional change which introduced pro-
portional representation, Burnham was able to come to power in 1964, 
at the head of a coalition government support by the British and the 
USA.13 He used this position to change the electoral system to ensure 
for himself a two-thirds majority in the Legislature following the 1968 
elections. This was followed by the introduction of the philosophy of the 
paramountcy of the ruling party formulated in 1974, and constitutional 
reform in 1980 to secure him further power.

Most attempts to analyze politics in Guyana start with a discussion of 
racial division as the main problem or at the very least, as a catalyst for 
existing tensions. In everyday life relations between the two major races 
are generally cordial. This is supported by intermarriage and a society 
that is not racially segregated. When it comes to political life, however, it 
is clear that both groups crave leadership and it is generally accepted that 
the political parties have an overall lock on the majority races.14

Carroll and Pastor15 juxtapose the Guyanese situation with the explo-
sion of ethnic tensions in some Eastern European countries in the post-
Cold War period. They posit that elections are an important mediatory 
tool for the peaceful resolution of racial conflict. Hence, the role of 
international observers in this context is to facilitate the mediation of the 
conflict through the holding of elections.16 While ethnic tension is also 
a factor in Guyana, the country presents a slightly different and more 
complex case than this comparison. Elections in Guyana are one of the 
primary sources of racial conflict and not the avenue towards the con-
ciliation of such tension. As Carroll and Pastor suggest, Guyana has “two 
mutually suspicious ethnic groups”17 competing for political domination. 
Election observation has a different role in Guyana than in post-Cold 
War Europe where elections served as an important tool to reconcile ten-
sions. One of the roles that observers have played in Guyana is to diffuse 
the inflammation of existing racial conflicts that escalate during elections.

Accusations and Counter Allegations

Premdas suggests that the main impetus for electoral fraud was the fear 
that one ethnic group would win the election and subsequently neglect 
the needs of the remainder of the population comprising mainly the rival 
ethnic group.18 This is confirmed by the attitudes of the major political 
parties to each other in their various tactics to garner the support of the 
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major racial groups, the PPP largely supported by East Indians and the 
PNC and Afro-Guyanese. As one commentator questions:

Which Guyanese doesn’t know about the role of the PNC and its African 
base and the PPP and its Indian base? Which Guyanese doesn’t know 
about the competition for power by these two leviathans that are hope-
lessly trapped in the politics of ethnic insecurity? The sociologist calls it 
Guyana’s ethnic problematic …19.

This is demonstrated in accusations of racial impropriety made by the 
PPP against the PNC. In its 28 years as opposition, the PPP made sev-
eral charges of racial discrimination against Indians by the Afro-based 
PNC. One mode of this inequity was in the area of jobs. Charges were 
that the PNC ensured its supporters were employed in key areas of the 
civil service, armed forces and in the medical profession. Singh describes 
this as an “injury to human rights in the field of equal opportunities”.20 
During the 1970s, the government was accused of maintaining support 
by employing “blatant discriminatory practices, nepotism and favouritism 
based on race, and political and special consideration”.21

Discrimination in employment evidently took place in the form of 
fewer opportunities for Indians, little prospect for promotion and the 
domination of jobs by “persons of African descent…irrespective of quali-
fications, merit or efficiency”.22 This policy extended to frustrating quali-
fied Indians by demoting them with an overall result of a brain drain of 
many highly qualified doctors, lecturers, civil servants and police offic-
ers.23 The high migration rates of Indo-Guyanese under PNC rule is not 
definitively linked to this discrimination but provides some evidence of 
their dissatisfaction with conditions in Guyana.

These allegations are not one sided, as recent PPP administration has 
been similarly accused by PNC supporters of unfairness in its dismissal 
and employment practices.24 In 2001, claims were also made by the 
PNC that the Guyana Elections Commission did not exercise “ethnic 
sensitivity” in the employment of staff working on the voters’ list. The 
further allegation is that racial bias would have permeated the verification 
of the voters list. An audit found that “no prejudice was shown directly 
and they did not seem important enough to make a material differ-
ence even if prejudice was shown”.25 Again, although claims against the 
PPP were not as many or vociferously made as those made by the PPP 
against the PNC in previous elections, the allegations prove that distrust 
between the races affects the political conditions.
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In addition to an extensive account of cases of discrimination in 
employment of PPP supporters, and in effect Indians,26 are allegations of 
prejudice in the system of land allocation and the provision of social ser-
vices. It has even been asserted that the controls placed on food imports 
during PNC rule intentionally affected Indo-Guyanese more.27 Proving 
the validity of these allegations and counter allegations of inequity in the 
employment practices of the PPP and to a lesser extent the PNC is not 
the principal domain of this study. Several possibilities exist for the basis 
of the claims: either they are entirely true, partially true and exaggerated 
by an active PPP propaganda programme, or totally false. In each sce-
nario, the result is the same: one racial group is discredited and the racial 
divide is perpetuated through the politics of the country.

Campaign Practices

Some of the campaign practices of the major political parties in Guyana 
have been riddled with appeals to race. Some cases make overt appeals 
to race in public advertisements while others are more subtle. In the first 
instance, allegations have been made under both administrations that 
during elections the party in power has more airtime than its contend-
ers. Second, some advertisements make outright reference to race or 
religion. In one case, the United Force28 questions were simply posed 
concerning policies towards race: “Tell us, Dr. Jagan: what will you do 
about Religious Teaching in the schools… [and] racial segregation in the 
schools?” The fact that these are not even PNC advertisements illustrates 
therefore that not only the major political parties have relied on the issue 
of race in their campaign strategies.

Other political advertisements have been cast on religious grounds. So 
for example, in the same campaign the following publication claimed:

To you the Voter: PPP in Religious fraud… What an insult to our Hindu 
religion, to deceive them with this political communist “monk”! The PPP 
is guilty of shameful religious fraud!29

This allegation of religious fraud would appeal to Indians who have been 
regarded as the political base of the PPP arguably with the intention of 
discrediting the integrity of the political party. The PPP established a for-
mal strategy of campaigning through ethnic profiling before independ-
ence. They start with the following assumption:
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When people are exposed to “reasonable” or “rational” arguments they 
tend to believe or remember those points which confirm their existing 
political beliefs and forget or ignore the strength of the argument on the 
opposite side.30

On the matter of racial voting they continue: “this largely explains 
the nature of ‘racial voting’ in British Guiana. East Indians, Africans and 
Portuguese see themselves as separate groups and they vote for the par-
ties which seem to symbolize the group to which they belong”. Among 
the racial strategies to support voters are the following guidelines:

1. � Do not waste your time trying to change an African who strongly 
supports the PNC…concentrate your efforts on East Indians, 
Negroes and Portuguese who seem uncommitted.

2. � Make your greatest efforts on the East Indian population. East 
Indians who do not vote for the PPP are in a sense “deviants” 
from their group and are more likely to be convinced of the need 
to vote for the PPP as the least of the three evils.

3. � The East Indians in this country are not safe mainly because the 
partisan approach of the Police Force which is largely Negro. The 
acts of violence against Indian property and women folk should 
be highlighted also the large numbers of arrests made when one 
African is injured or killed as compared with the very few, if even 
any arrests, which follow the injury or death of an Indian. …[I]t 
should be pointed out that if these crimes of rape, battery, violence 
and destruction of property and business happens when the PPP 
is in power then one can well imagine what will take place when 
the PNC becomes the government. …Woe to the Indo Guyanese 
when this happens and many of them might have to leave the 
country with their wives and children.

4. � If an African is strongly a supporter of the PNC do not waste your 
time in trying to get his vote. You are advised to work more with 
those Africans who are either wavering or likely to support the 
UF.31

These extracts clearly demonstrate that appealing to race was not just 
a strategy employed subconsciously, but an intentional policy of influenc-
ing potential voters by playing on feelings of racial loyalty and fear of 
Afro-Guyanese by the Indians. Non-racial factors such as the possibility 
of upward mobility through education for the Afro-Guyanese were also 
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employed. Overall, the documents unequivocally show not only that race 
is a factor, but that at least in the 1960s the PPP consciously tried to use 
racial appeals to their advantage.

An important element of the PPP’s strategy to draw attention to 
their political strife has been external appeals. So for instance, the 
party has written letters to various organizations requesting them to 
observe Guyanese elections. One foundation for these requests has 
been the perpetration of human rights abuses on the PPP by the gov-
ernment in various ways including “racial discrimination”.32 Although 
in the initial phase of its appeal for observers the PPP has called for 
CARICOM observers, there has been the sentiment in some quarters 
that CARICOM leaders turned a blind eye to the plight of the PNC 
because “a bunch of black men would not be sensitive to the issues of 
Indians”.33 It is more probable that other Caribbean leaders paid little 
attention to Guyana because their domestic politics and foreign policy 
were also being steered, even dictated by Cold War realities, but the per-
ception remains.

The PNC campaign strategy has also had racial overtures, but pack-
aged differently. Its approach while it was the government to discount 
any notions of racial voting, or that it intentionally appealed to Afro-
Guyanese, or that it would tolerate racism. On the last point, the PNC 
proudly reports that it expelled an aspiring Working People’s Alliance 
(WPA) candidate for being racist. Media reports confirm that the can-
didate supported policies based on race, but not that he was racist.34 
With specific reference to 1985, the PNC states rather boldly: “With the 
Elections…Racial Politics Will be Dead” as a caption of a photograph 
of President Hoyte surrounded by both Indians and Afro-Guyanese.35 
Finally, the PNC goes to great lengths to prove that it had a strong sup-
port base of East Indians. An effort is made to substantiate these claims 
with numerous photographs of crowds and lines, presumably of PNC 
supporters, including many Indians.

This is in keeping with the view expressed by the leadership of the 
party that voting for the PNC is not entirely racial. By one account, 
many Indians vote for the PNC but are fearful of reprisals and intimida-
tion by the PPP for betraying their race.36 The closest to this research is 
the view that claims of racial voting in Guyana are spurious. The differ-
ence in this view is not an implicit justification of PNC victories, but is 
also made on empirical grounds. With reference to early PNC appeals 
to multi-ethnic support and to the leader’s line of reasoning, while there 
could be some truth to the argument, it does not obviate the PNC of 
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charges of fraud. What these strategies and propositions do, nevertheless, 
is to reinforce the view that in Guyana the matter of race has a complex 
relationship with politics.

In response to the PNC’s suggestion that Indians would freely elect 
an Afro-Guyanese leader, one view in the Burnham era tried to set the 
record straight:

We have not met the African who can raise the Bible and swear that he can 
truly represent and lead the Indian. That is why we oppose the pretensions 
of Mr. Forbes Burnham. We do not think that any Indian should aspire to 
lead the Africans.37

Despite calling for racial unity to defeat the “prejudices and problems” of 
racism, the message that anything but racially determined rule is not an 
option is unequivocal and underscores the centrality of racial considera-
tions in Guyanese politics. The failure of the WPA to garner multiracial 
support has also reaffirmed this view.

Closely associated with the appeal to race through campaign strategies 
is the implicit acknowledgement by politicians that some constituencies 
are safe seats for one party based on the racial profile of the commu-
nity.38 In response to the acknowledgement of racial voting, it was com-
mon practice by the political parties, at least in the 1960s, not to contest 
seats in the opposing party’s stronghold.

In further recognition of racial voting, where there were Afro-
Guyanese or non-Indian candidates in the PPP they would run in the 
areas with more Afro-Guyanese. In this regard, both parties have mem-
bers who are not members of the assumed racial support base. So, for 
instance, the inclusion in the PPP of high profile Afro-Guyanese candi-
dates is presumably an attempt to give the appearance of racial inclusion. 
This tendency can also be explained by the recognition that the current 
administration is an alliance of the PPP and other civic groups, hence 
PPP/Civic and to suggest that all involvement in politics in Guyana is 
racially motivated is an unfair proposition.

Reports of Voting as a Racial Census

Table 5.1 below presents the racial composition of the Guyanese popula-
tion between 1960 and 1999. These figures reflect the responses given 
when individuals were asked to identify themselves by race as Afro-
Guyanese, Indo-Guyanese or Other.
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The figures show that Afro-Guyanese have always comprised a smaller 
percentage of the population than Indo-Guyanese. This was only mar-
ginally so up until 1960. By 1970 however the figures illustrate that the 
Afro-Guyanese portion was 10 percentage points less than the other 
group. These are the figures that are frequently used to make some link 
between race and voting in Guyana. The assumption has always been 
made that voting was largely a factor of race. So for instance, Ellis and 
Zwaenepoel refer to the voting patterns of the 1992 elections as 53% for 
the PPP and 42% for the PNC as consistent with the demographics of 
the country.39 This line of reasoning has also been employed by most 
observer reports and is consistent with wider public opinion in general.40 
Parris suggests that although there is “the existence of a correlation 
between ethnicity and voting preferences” racial voting in Guyana is “a 
pedestrian myth”.41

Even a minimal approach to accepting the perception of racial vot-
ing has provided challenges for the PNC. It is this widely held view of 
racial voting that has made this party susceptible to charges of election 
rigging. Whether faulty assumption or fact, it explains the PNC strategy 
to prove that the party has a substantial proportion of Indo-Guyanese 
voters. So, if one proceeds on the premise that elections in Guyana are a 
racial census, then according to statistics available before the 1992 elec-
tions a PNC victory would have been statistically impossible if there was 
a relatively proportional voter turnout for both major ethnic groups.42

One cannot claim victory in the explanation of racial voting with 
population census figures. What, for example, would explain the sharp 
decrease of Afro-Guyanese by 1999 to a mere 27.7%? There is no statisti-
cal explanation of this trend. Thomas suggests that either the census is 
highly unreliable or that individuals who would previously have identi-
fied themselves as Afro-Guyanese prefer to refer to themselves as “other” 
or “mixed”.43 Statistically too, Thomas notes that the “percentage of 
the mixed population has risen equally dramatically”.44 Gibson further 

Table 5.1  Share of population for Afro- and Indo-Guyanese 1960–1999

Source Based on C.Y. Thomas, Poverty and the 1999 Guyana survey of living conditions (Georgetown: 
United Nations Development Programme, 2002)

Ethnic group 1960 1970 1980 1990 1992 1999

Indo-Guyanese 47 52 51 48 49.5 48.2
Afro-Guyanese 45 42 42 33 35.6 27.7
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suggests that this re-labelling is an outgrowth of the “dehumanization” 
of Africans that has been taking place since the PPP attained political 
office in 1992.45 Arguably, the reasoning that individuals have begun 
resorting to subjective racial labelling is quite plausible given the deep 
racial tension in Guyana.

Finally, whether the link between race and politics is real or imag-
ined, the perception that it exists is very strong. One opinion survey 
shows overwhelmingly that the political attitudes and choices of many 
Guyanese are racially founded. In other words, when surveyed on vari-
ous aspects of political life in Guyana, many of the responses could be 
categorized in terms of race.46 For example, in 1999, 62% or more than 
twice as many Indo-Guyanese thought there were opportunities to 
improve compared to only 26% of Afro-Guyanese.47 Likewise, only 36% 
of Afro-Guyanese thought the 2001 elections would be fair compared 
to 69% of Indo-Guyanese.48 These represent just a few of the responses 
that were racially differentiated and although they are time specific, they 
are arguably reflective of general differences in opinions and attitudes of 
the major racial groups to political issues. In considering the correlations 
between the responses to questions about racial self-identity and politi-
cal perspective, it is important to also consider the possibility of reverse 
causality. In this regard, racial self-identification may shift according to 
a person’s comfort and satisfaction with the political situation. Thus, 
persons who could claim to be of mixed race may self-identify as such 
if they are dissatisfied with a regime which is identified with the African 
or Indian group. Alternatively, if of a different persuasion, they may self-
identify with the group which is associated with the ruling regime.

This section has sought to establish the link between race and poli-
tics in the context of elections and their observation in Guyana. It has 
done this through the examination of accusations of electoral fraud; local 
and international campaign approaches; allegations of discrimination in 
employment and other social policies; public opinion surveys; and popu-
lation census figures. Although the veracity of all the claims cannot be 
statistically verified, they provide reasonable grounds to substantiate the 
widely held view that race and politics are inextricably linked.

External Involvement: Aid, Fiddling and Support

In its modern political history there has never been an election in 
Guyana that has not had some form of direct external intervention. 
The British government suspended the Guyanese constitution in 1953 
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because they believed the newly elected PPP administration was “not on 
the path to responsible” self-government and were instead involved in 
an “insidious undermining process” towards totalitarian rule and alli-
ance with the then Soviet Union.49 Followed by the introduction of 
Proportional Representation by the British in 1964, mark the first two 
instances of Guyana’s inability and lack of opportunity to exercise full 
sovereignty in its electoral affairs. Since then, Guyana has had a record 
of election observation and technical assistance unmatched by any other 
Caribbean or Latin American country. During the Cold War when the 
USA conveniently ignored the electoral abuses of the PNC government, 
other actors intervened.50 The US strategy of non-interference, also, may 
ironically be classified as direct involvement in Guyana as the PNC had 
only come to power on the ticket of election results partly engineered by 
its political administration.

Guyana is the first Commonwealth Caribbean country to have had 
election observers. In 1964 a Commonwealth Team observed the con-
troversial first election under the proportional representation system. The 
elections of 1980 were observed by the International Team of Observers. 
Subsequently, the 1992, 1997, 2001, 2006, 2011 and 2015 elections 
have had international observer teams from the Commonwealth, Carter 
Center, OAS, EU and CARICOM. This makes Guyana not only the first 
Caribbean country to have had observers, but also the country which has 
hosted the most observer teams. Guyana has also received technical assis-
tance from a wide range of actors including the UN, CAPEL (Centre 
for Electoral Promotion and Assistance), NDI, International IDEA and 
CARICOM. With the exception of 1980, observers have been facilitated 
by the government of the day.

Guyana has also had unsolicited involvement in its elections by for-
eign governments. The US and UK governments have intervened in 
the political process in the country to suit their own national interests. 
It is generally accepted that the PPP was ousted from power because of 
Jagan’s pro-communist position. Some analysts suggest, however, that 
the Kennedy administration was more concerned with its own chances 
of an electoral victory than with any perceived threat from Guyana.51 
Whatever the case, the outcome remains the same: the British and US 
governments used covert means to destabilize the Jagan government. 
This involvement resulted in the installation of a Burnham regime which 
became a dictatorship, leaving an indelible scar on the political fabric of 
Guyana.
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Problems Associated with the Administration 
of Elections

In most cases, Guyana shares problems of electoral administration with 
one or more of the other Caribbean states, albeit in a more pronounced 
manner. These include voter registration and the associated voters’ 
list, proxy voting, overseas voting, and the reporting, tabulation and 
announcement of election results. Other areas of concern include elec-
toral intimidation and violence, electoral rigging, and the role of media. 
The following section outlines some of the main problems and irregulari-
ties with elections in Guyana.

Election Rigging

Guyana has had a long history of elections that have been anything 
but “free and fair”, even with the most flexibly conceived interpreta-
tions of this term. In addition to the manipulation of the administrative 
framework of elections and their outcome by external forces, elections 
in Guyana have been fraught with problems for several decades. While 
the PPP has been accused of some level of electoral manoeuvring, it is 
the PNC which has been the most cited and documented perpetrator of 
fraud.

From their “seizure of power” in 1968 the PNC used various meth-
ods to manipulate election results in their favour.52 The main tools of 
election rigging in Guyana have been using state-owned media, violence 
and intimidation, constitutional manipulation ballot stuffing, over-vot-
ing, tampering with the voters’ list, and manipulating the counting of 
votes.

Abuse of freedom of the press has been a frequent charge against 
various political administrations in Guyana. Although the PNC has been 
the more blatant offender, the PPP is not without fault in this respect. 
The use of state-owned media for partisan political purposes has been 
a constant feature of Guyanese politics. In the immediate post-inde-
pendence period, the PPP was reported to have unfairly used its access 
to the media. Likewise, under the PNC, state-owned media were used 
for the glorification of the government and for disparaging the PPP. 
Even where freedom of the press existed, and privately owned newspa-
pers were accommodated, with few exceptions these were fiercely biased 
in their reporting.53 Eventually, the PNC was able to suppress most 
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anti-government sources by restricting supplies of newsprint and ink. By 
the mid-1980s, however, the introduction of Stabroek News inserted a 
greater level of independence and objectivity on the media scene. This 
has not entirely removed the tendency of the bias in the media as the 
major daily prints are still accused of being partisan.

Paramountcy

The PNC continuously found innovative means of extending its abuse 
of power. In 1974, Burnham made the famous “Declaration of Sophia” 
asserting the paramountcy of the PNC over all parties and the state 
itself.54 The Westminster-style constitution was subsequently abolished 
and replaced with the 1980 Constitution of Guyana.55 Paramountcy of 
the party as introduced by the PNC was a major instrument of govern-
ment to entrench its control over various aspects of life in Guyana. This 
policy effectively crippled the independence of the judiciary and trans-
formed it into a regime of tyranny.56

The implications of the philosophical pillars of the new Constitution 
on the democratic machinery of Guyana were far-reaching. The 
President was vested with excessive rights such as the right to prolong 
the duration of Parliament and the power of veto over any legislation 
passed.57 Provisions were also made for him to act “in accordance with 
his own deliberate judgements” rather than in accordance with the deci-
sions of Cabinet.58 Morrison asserts that this “constitutional dictator-
ship” as an electoral strategy acknowledged that:

… the Indian population growing at a faster rate than the Africans he 
could not hope to retain his position by winning at elections. To ensure 
his continuance in office he set out to control every aspect of life in the 
country.59

The new constitution ostensibly served to entrench the abuse of 
power by the PNC, and resulted in the further polarization of ethnic 
groups in Guyana. One effect of Burnham’s quest to extend the par-
ty’s power beyond the role of the judiciary to the use of the military 
for political rule was an almost “uni-ethnic” Defence Force.60 An engi-
neered readjustment in the membership of the security forces resulted 
in an attrition of Indo-Guyanese and an influx of Afro-Guyanese that 
reflected the racial and political support base of the main political 
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parties. As has been well documented, the army, police and other arms 
of the Guyana Defence Force were key players in the consolidation of 
the Burnham regime. Party paramountcy therefore resulted in the “dom-
inance of Africans in the coercive apparatus of the state”.61 This state of 
affairs intensified the image of Afro-Guyanese as violent and aggressive; 
an image that persisted even after Hoyte abandoned this policy in the 
1980s, and has persisted despite the PPP’s subsequent regain and main-
tenance of power.62

This lack of separation between the security of the state and the secu-
rity of the PNC regime led to the “accretion of semi-official violence” 
which worsened Guyana’s profile in its international relations. The 
response of the military to the 1980 International Team of Observers 
received extensive international coverage and confirmed the existence of 
widespread abuse of power by the PNC through agents of the state espe-
cially during elections.63

Registration/Voters’ List

The registration process in Guyana has been one of the sources of much 
disagreement in successive elections. Various political parties and other 
actors have charged that the voters’ list produced by registration has 
been the main tool of fraud and coercion or, to a lesser extent, has been 
genuinely flawed.64 Problems associated with the accuracy of the voters’ 
list have resurfaced in every election and are therefore recurrent grounds 
for dispute. Charges and counter charges of fraud; inflation of the list 
with dead, underage and fictitious persons; deletion of names; and dou-
ble or multiple entries have been the main sources of contention. The 
tension created due to these errors and alleged efforts to taint the list 
have mainly been resolved by third parties, including local and interna-
tional observers; and through technical and financial assistance.

One early dispute over the list was in the context of efforts to sup-
plant the PPP with the PNC during the Cold War. In this regard, the 
UK/US alliance was accused of employing Shoup Registration System 
International, a fictitious company, for the development of a voters’ list 
that would be manipulated to the detriment of the incumbent. Hence, 
the resulting padded list was in fact a coercive strategy by the US gov-
ernment.65 Under the supervision of Shoup, the electorate moved from 
247, 664 in 1964 to 299, 348 persons in 1968, substantiating grounds 
for suspicion.
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The most frequently stated problem with the voters’ list has been 
that it is engineered to put the incumbent at an electoral advantage. 
Hence, opposition parties in Guyana have consistently accused the gov-
ernment of tampering with the list. This was especially the case from 
1968 to 1992 when the PNC was in power. From as early as 1967, the 
Civil Liberties Action Council (CLAC) noted that the PNC by-passed 
the Elections Commission and used the Ministry of Home Affairs to 
establish an undercover office that registered persons 14 years and over. 
Although the later electoral roll comprising persons 21 and over was 
extracted from this list, at the very least, there was lack of transparency 
in the process. The Central Electoral Office notes Premdas, “was bar-
ricaded like an impregnable fortress with high security fences, barbed 
wire, flood lights, and armed guards protecting its activities with utmost 
secrecy”.66 This seclusion of the registration process by the PNC ensured 
little if any accessibility by the PPP, any other party, group, voter or other 
individual, and facilitated the padding of the voters’ list in successive 
elections.

Various strategies have been used to inflate the voters’ list. The most 
common ploy was to include the names of deceased persons. In this 
regard, the PPP charged that the PNC either did not delete deaths from 
current lists or simply added the names of deceased persons to increase 
their chances of winning the election. The PNC was also accused of 
inflating the voter’s lists with overseas voters, many of them fictitious 
as widely publicized by interviews conducted by Granada Television. 
Efforts to verify the addresses of persons on these lists provided ample 
proof that many alleged voters did not even exist. This fraud was further 
compounded by the extension of categories of proxy voters where num-
bers increased from 300 in 1961 to 19,000 in 1968. It was made clear 
that the PNC would explore all options to ensure their hold on power.67

Another method of tampering with the voters’ list was to make mul-
tiple entries of the same name. Both the major political parties have 
accused each other of this practice, but Indian cultural practices create 
more scope to accuse the PPP. Here again, the element of race resur-
faces. Within the Indian community, it is not uncommon to find several 
entries of the same name not just for different locations, but for peo-
ple living in the same household. The defence of the PPP is that many 
Indians have the same surname—so names such as Singh, Persaud, and 
so on will be quite common. Moreover, it is common practice for the 
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same address to have more than one person with the same name as in 
the context of the extended family many children are named after older 
relatives. So, in practice the same name could be given across three gen-
erations. While some verification exercises have found that many multiple 
entries of names are genuine, the system has been open to abuse.

The deletion of names from the registration list has been another 
method of rigging elections. It has been charged that several names have 
been removed in a manner that disadvantaged one party, and in effect 
one race. In 1991, the response to one such allegation by the PNC was 
that the removal was due to computer error. This was not enough to 
pacify the accusers who further claimed that the computer erred because 
of deliberate programming to which it was subjected.68 The PPP was 
not always the passive victim in this process as they too were accused of 
attempting to manipulate the process through the confusion of voters. 
The PNC complained that the PPP distributed “bogus registration forms 
to people attending their public meetings”. The PPP’s defence that these 
were merely “specimen forms” to “assist persons” to become acquainted 
with the process showed a lack of sensitivity to the highly tense nature of 
the 1992 elections.69

The streams of allegations concerning a flawed voters’ list in the prel-
ude to the 1992 elections were supported by regional electoral experts 
who stated that the preliminary roll was too seriously afflicted to be 
the foundation of a free and fair election. While the chairman of the 
Elections Commission disagreed, Mills refused to be a party to “foisting 
the list on the Guyanese electorate” and publicly declared that the elec-
tions could not be held on the list as published.70

The PPP claimed that the problems with the list were so extensive 
that it required the intervention of international observers to solve the 
problem.71 The criteria that the Carter Center established as prerequi-
sites to their involvement in the election gave support to claims of an 
inefficient list. As such, the organization would only consent to observe 
the elections if minimum standards were met—including amending the 
voters’ list. Even under the subsequent watch of the Carter Center, one 
original date for the election, December 1991, had to be postponed for 
the “purging of a very inaccurate list”72 which the organization damned 
as “seriously flawed by 1/3 or more” of a magnitude beyond the system 
and time.73 The later disappearance of relevant election equipment and 
computers confirmed that the Carter Center was serious about the pre-
condition. On a more fundamental level though, the disappearance of 
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equipment reflected who was really in charge of the process, i.e. it was 
not merely “observation” by the Carter Center, and that the Guyanese 
were not exercising full sovereignty over their electoral affairs.

Violence

Violence and intimidation have been intricately linked to elections in 
Guyana. On the one hand, they have been tools used to reduce voter 
participation or to steal votes, and on the other, they have been reactions 
to undesired social policies and election results. Elections in Guyana have 
been described as a “time of war”.74 Killings and oppression on either 
side have occurred although the PNC has been guilty of more offences 
due to the party’s history of election rigging. The role of the military as 
perpetrators of violence and intimidation during the Burnham years has 
been well documented as the state institutionalized extrajudicial killings 
and employed other agents as strong-arms of the party.75 Harassment, 
intimidation and violence became entrenched in the Guyanese political 
system as the PNC used coercive measures as electioneering strategies to 
maintain the party’s hold on state power.76

The PPP has not been without blemish in the problem of electoral 
violence in Guyana. While the stereotype of the timid, usually Indian, 
PPP supporter as victim of crimes perpetrated by PNC supporters pre-
vails, this party too, has been responsible for acts of violence and intimi-
dation associated with elections. Killings have continued under PPP rule, 
including allegations that a government minister employed a death squad 
to rid the country of a PNC associated gang that was itself committing 
acts of violence.77 It must be admitted though, that the PPP has been 
less associated with violence than the PNC. Rather, the government has 
been accused of more subtle forms of coercion than the violent tactics 
previously used by the PNC. Allegations discrimination against Afro-
Guyanese and marginalization have been levied against the current 
administration as they have set about readjusting previous arrangements 
to suit current racial and power political realities.

The fundamental issue remains that violence in Guyana has been “vig-
orously applied to inter-racial conflict”78 as each racial group fears domi-
nation and oppression by the other.79 Electoral violence has persisted in 
Guyana despite several peace accords and other forms of mediation as 
elections continue to be seen as a racial census. As Hinds states, “vio-
lence does not emerge from thin air. Whenever racial competition and 
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conflict are manipulated for electoral purposes and wished away at the 
end of the elections, violence is inevitable”.80 Chapter 6 will now look at 
the observation of elections in Guyana between 1964 and 2015.
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Introduction

This chapter provides an overview and analysis of the observed elec-
tions in Guyana for the period 1964–2016. There have been eight 
such elections in Guyana involving at least five foreign or international 
groups during this time. The country has also had local observers and 
the regional presence of CARICOM. In addition to the formal obser-
vation of elections, Guyana has received technical and financial support 
from a number of international agencies. This chapter covers the range 
of activities of observation missions from the invitation to the verdicts. It 
outlines the elections that have been observed, discusses the involvement 
of various actors and provides an analysis of the main issues and contro-
versies in each election and a preliminary statement of the verdicts of the 
various observer delegations.

Observer Missions 1964–2016: An Overview

December 1964: The Will of the People or Cold War Paranoia?

This section provides a summary of the various elections that have been 
observed in Guyana. The first instance of observation was in 1964 when 
Guyana was still British Guiana. There were 247,604 electors registered 
of a population of 605,000. Seven political parties with a total slate of 
199 candidates contested 53 seats in the election. Voter turnout was 
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exceptionally high at 96%1 with 6690 proxy vote applications. This elec-
tion was observed by a team of Commonwealth observers at the request 
of Jagan as leader of the PPP.

Jagan thought that the electoral system and results were being manip-
ulated to ensure the loss of the PPP. The British decision to change 
the voting system to Proportional Representation reaffirmed that view. 
Another area of contention surrounding this election concerns remarks 
made by the Governor regarding his discretionary powers under Article 
29(1) of the constitution. His announcement that the leader of the party 
garnering the most votes would not necessarily become the Premier 
was not received well by the PPP and its supporters who believed the 
Governor’s statement may have caused some persons to change their 
intended votes. While this, and the previous issue of proportional rep-
resentation, may not have directly influenced the actual administration 
of the election in a manner prejudicial to PPP, it is clear the pre-elec-
tion atmosphere was somewhat biased against the Jagan-led party. The 
Commonwealth observers reported that the administration of the elec-
tion was “fair and proper”. The most notable feature of this report was 
the separate report of the views of a dissenting observer, a Member of 
Parliament from India. This has been the only such instance of individual 
statements within Commonwealth observer reporting.2

1980: Something to Remember

Elections were held in 1980 under a new Constitution. The PNC leader-
ship had become known for its widespread use of questionable electoral 
manoeuvres. These included clandestine tactics such as stuffing ballot 
boxes, rigging voting lists, “assisted” voting for non-English-speaking 
members of the electorate, and violent voter intimidation.3 Based on the 
history of electoral fraud, racial tensions and intense political distrust, the 
opposition parties demanded the presence of “impartial governments, 
persons and organizations from abroad” to monitor the parliamentary 
elections and report on their findings.4

All aspects of the observation of the 1980 elections by the 
International Team of Observers were controversial. Observers were 
invited by persons sympathetic to the PPP and were not well received by 
the Burnham administration. The observers concluded that the election 
was “rigged massively and flagrantly”.5
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1992: Genuine Change or US Construct?

The 1992 elections were arguably the most important milestone in 
Guyana’s post-colonial political history. They represented the country’s 
first step in the transition towards democracy. These elections received 
extensive administrative support from the Carter Center and were also 
observed by a team of Commonwealth observers. The PPP was restored 
to power and the PNC accepted defeat after a process that showed mas-
sive improvements over previous elections. The electoral process was far 
from perfect and was plagued by problems of slow reporting of results 
and instances of violence and intimidation.

The main controversy in 1992 was the near collapse of the pro-
cess when some voters, who claimed to be registered and did not find 
their names on the list violently demanded that they should be allowed 
to vote. Despite these problems however, there was consensus that all 
things considered, the elections proceeded fairly well. The Carter Center 
said that the elections “functioned peacefully and efficiently”6 while the 
Commonwealth stated that they were “properly and impartially carried 
out” and a “reflection of the genuine will of the Guyanese people”.7 
These elections represented a peaceful transfer of power from the PNC 
to the PPP and represented the first time in nearly three decades that a 
consensus was reached on the freeness and fairness of the election.

1997: Reversal of Roles

The post-1992 Jagan administration continued the process of economic 
restructuring full force. On the political front, however, they were less 
forthcoming. Promises to establish a commission for racial tolerance and 
to create a White Paper on the subject were not fulfilled. The matter of 
the paramountcy of the party resurfaced. While in accordance with his 
political style, President Jagan was fairly impartial, no concrete efforts 
were made by his administration to constitutionally implement the 
reforms for which he clamoured while in opposition. The main critic of 
the government in this case was the multi-racial Guyana Human Rights 
Association (GHRA). This group criticized the PPP’s lack of action 
as evidence of their protracted racial bias. Ironically, the GHRA is the 
group that lobbied for the International Team of Observers to observe 
the 1980 election and was criticized as being sympathetic to the PPP. 
This strengthens the credibility of the objectivity of the organization.
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Cheddi Jagan’s death in March 1997 was accompanied by hopes of 
unity within the country. This was however short lived, and Guyana’s 
politics of racial confrontation persisted. The election campaign began 
later in September with 10 parties or coalitions running with candidates.8 
Campaign issues focused primarily on economic policy and the usual 
ethnic confrontations. The government along with the consent of the 
opposition invited international organizations to observe the electoral 
process.9 Elections were constitutionally due by March 1998, but were 
held on December 15, 1997. These elections were observed by teams 
from the Commonwealth, OAS, and the local EAB.

The Carter Center was absent as they were observing the general elec-
tions in Jamaica. The actual administration of the elections was reported 
to be respectable but the results were disputed by the PNC which did 
not accept defeat as graciously as in 1992. Protracted violence erupted in 
the aftermath of the election after the controversial swearing in of Janet 
Jagan as President. The Commonwealth concluded that there were posi-
tives in this election but “the shortcomings diminished the credibility of 
results”.10 As a relative new comer to the Guyanese electoral environ-
ment the OAS observers carefully stated that they saw no evidence of 
fraud although “some” questioned the “results and the process”.11 
Tensions remained high in the period after the election and there were 
widespread violence, looting and general political mayhem. CARICOM 
intervention was instrumental in mediating the conflict between the 
political parties with an audit of the election results which they con-
cluded reflected the will of the people. The results of the 1997 elections 
were subsequently ruled as null and void by a 2000 court ruling.

2001: Same Song, Different Tune

Elections in 2001 were almost a replay of 1997 despite the pres-
ence of scores of international observers and increased technical and 
administrative support. There were observers from the Carter Center, 
the Commonwealth, the OAS, the EU and the GLTOG. As in 1997, 
there was a PPP victory and administration of the election ran relatively 
smoothly. A last minute decision to extend the time for voting and prob-
lems in the transmission of election results within the context of existing 
tensions concerning the voters’ list created suspicion and uncertainly at 
the end of the process. Observers did not report any evidence of mal-
practice and agreed that the people were able to express their will and 
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the elections broadly met international standards. The Commonwealth 
expressed the view, however, that the shortcomings “obscured the posi-
tive and praiseworthy” elements of the elections.12 Again, post-election 
violence posed a serious challenge for the integrity of these elections.

2006, 2011 and 2015: Fait Accompli Observation

By 2006, the election observation had become an entrenched and 
expected element of Guyanese elections. Guyana’s political climate had 
also been affected by general conditions of violence, and the effects of 
the country’s involvement in narco-trafficking. The resulting electoral 
environment was therefore one of heightened anxiety, apprehension and 
fear. Against this backdrop of a protracted history of electoral problems 
and the added complication of drug-related violence the 2006 elections 
presented two main possibilities.

On the one hand, Guyana could revert to the pattern of electoral 
violence and fraud of previous years and witness a degeneration of the 
strides made since 1992. On the other hand, these elections presented 
the opportunity for the country to build on the foundation of electoral 
reform and public and international trust to rise above the expectations 
of failure. Within this context, the 2006 elections were observed by the 
Carter Center, the Commonwealth, EU and the OAS. Many feared they 
would follow the same pattern of previous elections that were relatively 
well administered but descended into post-election chaos and even vio-
lence. This was the eighth election to be observed since 1968 and after 
years of investment of financial, technical and human resources the inter-
national community seemed to be approaching donor fatigue. At best, 
all stakeholders had become impatient and exasperated with the pace of 
electoral reform in Guyana.

The observation of the 2006 process effectively marked the normali-
zation of elections in Guyana. After almost 40 years of irregularities, 
fraud, and general mayhem the country held elections that were gener-
ally accepted by the international community. Finally, there were returns 
on the extensive investment made in the country. Progressing beyond 
this, the 2011 elections were held on possibly the firmest foundation in 
the country’s history. The electoral environment presented a new set of 
dynamics from previous years. For the main part, these helped to for-
tify the electoral institutions and process. This was the first independently 
held election in Guyana’s history.13 Although there were still some 
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elements of racial tension there were no major problems with the vot-
er’s list which has been the source of problems in previous elections. The 
development of locally generated Codes of Conduct for political parties 
and the media helped foster an ambience of order and trust.

The 2015 elections were a true test of the endurance of the politi-
cal process and institutions in Guyana. While the elections of 2006 and 
2011 represented the normalization and consolidation of democratic 
norms, those in 2015 posed a substantial test of the resilience of these 
strides. One notable feature of these elections was the voter turnout of 
74%—the highest since 1997. This compounded fears of what adminis-
trative problems and irregularities might arise because of more persons 
turning out to participate in the poll. Another notable feature of this 
election was the outcome. This was the first since 1992 that an incum-
bent would lose.14 Given the history of racially motivated voting and 
partisanship, the local and international community anticipated unrest in 
the post-election period. The extremely slim margin by which the PPP/
Civic lost the election provided further grounds for anxiety that there 
would be political mayhem.

Observer Groups

External actors have been extensively involved in Guyana’s elections 
over the last forty one years as shown in Table 6.1 below. It is the only 
Commonwealth country to have had international observers before 
the 1980s and even before independence. Guyana has had a long and 
eventful history with several actors having various levels of involvement 
in its elections. Guyana has had international and regional observers and 
technical and financial support from a range of international non-gov-
ernmental and intergovernmental organizations such as the International 
IDEA, IFES, NDI and UNDP. A local observer group, the EAB has also 
been engaged in reforming Guyana’s electoral process.

The Commonwealth

The Commonwealth has had the most longstanding association with 
elections in Guyana. It was the first organization to observe elections in 
1964 and is the organization that has observed elections most frequently 
there.15 Despite what might be seen as a questionable role in legitimiz-
ing the manoeuvres aimed at the removal of Jagan from power in 1964, 
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the subsequent record of the Commonwealth has generally been posi-
tive. Guyana has hosted Commonwealth observers more times than any 
other country, Caribbean or otherwise.16

The Carter Center

If Guyana’s relationship with Commonwealth observer missions has been 
longstanding, conventional and by the book, then its affiliation with 
the Carter Center can only be described as extensive and invasive. Of 
the 65 elections observed in 25 countries, this group has observed four 
elections in Guyana and has had the most entrenched relationship with 
Guyanese elections.17 Unlike the Commonwealth, the Carter Center’s 
scope of activities has sometimes extended beyond the normal range for 
the observation of elections and, especially in 1992, can be more aptly 
described as monitoring. In effect, the organization has acted to ensure 
the replacement of the PNC government with one they were more confi-
dent would abide by emerging latent norms of holding democratic elec-
tions—a reversal of its Cold War-driven foreign policy strategy towards 
Guyana, but consistent with its foreign policy goals.

The Carter Center’s involvement in the 1992 Guyanese elections 
was not by chance. The organization carefully planned every stage of its 
observation of the electoral process. In fact, it would be fair to say that 

Table 6.1  Observed elections in Guyana 1964–2015 by group(s) observing

aFor the 1992 election, the Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS) produced a report: 
Douglas Payne, The 1992 Guyana Elections: Post Election Report (Washington, DC: CSIS Americas 
Program, 1993)

Year Observer group(s)

1964 Commonwealth
1968 None
1973 None
1980 International Team of Observers
1985 None
1992a Carter Center, Commonwealth
1997 CARICOM (Audit 1997/1998), Commonwealth, EAB OAS
2001 CARICOM, Carter Center, Commonwealth, EAB, EU, GLTOG, OAS
2006 Carter Center, Commonwealth, EAB, EU, OAS
2011 Commonwealth, OAS, CARICOM
2015 Carter, Commonwealth, CARICOM, OAS
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President Carter had more say in determining the pace and substance of 
electoral reform and preparations for the 1992 election than the direc-
tor of elections or even President Hoyte. This is partly evidenced by 
the group’s insistence that they would not observe the elections unless 
minimum criteria were met. This pre-condition by itself is not an unten-
able position as it would only be reasonable to ensure that the electoral 
system in Guyana had a reasonably well-developed infrastructure for the 
administration of elections.

The depth of the Carter Center’s involvement was clearly shown in 
the daily activities of the group and President Carter. In the run up to 
the 1992 elections they held daily meetings with key actors in the elec-
toral system—and this was reasonably within the mandate of a con-
ventional international observer team. However, other aspects of 
their procedures suggest that, at least in the 1992 elections, it was 
really Carter who was in charge. This perception was reinforced when 
announcements for electoral changes to improve the administration of 
the process were made. Although Hoyte was present, these key changes 
were announced by Carter, creating the perception that the Guyanese 
President was merely a passive actor in the entire process.

The approach taken by the Carter Center in the 1992 election was 
much more than simply observing the election. The organization became 
intricately involved in the preparation for and administration of the elec-
tion. This was not entirely surprising as the extent of electoral crisis in 
Guyana at that time required the presence of a mediatory force to diffuse 
the brewing political tensions and atmosphere of distrust. Moreover, the 
Carter Center’s role in monitoring the election was useful in light of the 
overwhelming vacuum of trust between the political parties and within 
the society on a whole.

The lines of appropriateness may have been crossed in sugges-
tions that covert measures were employed by the foreign observers. 
Allegations are that the Carter Center became involved in the election 
with a preconceived idea of who should win the elections and with the 
aim of replacing the president.18 Carter rejected the decision made by 
the director of elections that in the interest of time, elections should be 
held on the existing voter’s list despite some irregularities. By all indica-
tions there was an orchestrated effort by external actors to further delay 
the elections. This was evidenced by the removal of computers and other 
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key equipment from the UNDP office, as well as the disappearance of 
ballot papers that were housed at the IFES office.19 These factors, along 
with the holding of daily meetings by some of these entities, strongly 
indicated that the administration and organization of the 1992 election 
were by no means under the jurisdiction of the Guyanese government. 
Restoring liberal democracy to Guyana was not in and of itself the pri-
mary agenda of observers. Observation became the strategic veil for US 
efforts to exert and ensure influence over states that had geopolitical 
importance in the post-Cold War era.

The Carter Center was absent from the 1997 elections as they were 
involved in the observation of the Jamaican elections for the first time. 
This raises questions of how the organization determines its involvement 
in particular countries. The Carter Center’s deep involvement in the 
1992 elections provided them with more knowledge of the system and 
more familiarity with the local stakeholders than the Commonwealth, 
for example. From all accounts, there was no acrimony between the PPP 
administration and the 1992 delegation and both parties appeared to 
have had mutual respect for each other. Their subsequent involvement in 
1997 would not have been unexpected or unwarranted.

It is arguable however, that the Carter Center thought that Guyana 
was well on its way to implementing reform and had sufficient multi-
lateral support in that regard. This opens the possibility that since the 
Commonwealth and OAS had consented to providing their services in 
Guyana; the Carter Center may have considered that their presence was 
redundant. In the context of the limit to resources, and the involve-
ment of the Commonwealth and OAS, it is not surprising that the Carter 
Center was absent from Guyana in 1997.

It is possible as well, that the Commonwealth’s more longstand-
ing relationship with Guyana and wider experience in the field as inter-
national observers, provided the Carter Center with the opportunity to 
expand its portfolio and sphere of influence in the Caribbean. In the 
absence of the actual factors determining the involvement of observer 
teams, the most reasonable and informed assumption one can make 
is that these decisions were motivated by both need and strategy. The 
Center’s next involvement in Guyana was not until 2001. In this elec-
tion, the organization’s involvement was more in keeping with the tradi-
tional notion of observing elections.
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Organization of American States (OAS)
The OAS did not come on board in the observation of elections in 
Guyana until 1997. By the time Guyana became a member of the OAS 
in 1990, the Carter Center was already deeply involved in the country. 
Taking the regional power realities into perspective, the organization’s 
involvement in 1992 would have been unnecessary. In the first instance, 
the intense involvement of the Carter Center would have overlapped 
with an OAS presence and would have represented similar interests. The 
observation of the Guyanese 1992 elections by both the OAS and the 
Carter Center would have therefore been politically redundant. Second, 
the magnitude of such a mission would have been very costly and bear-
ing in mind that the US government shoulders a significant portion of 
the funding of OAS initiatives, including election observation, a 1992 
mission would not have been cost effective.

Another compelling explanation for the absence of the OAS in the 
1992 elections is that the organization’s resources were already allocated 
to elections in other member states. During the run up to the elections 
in Guyana, the OAS had a hectic and extensive election observation 
roster in the region. Between February 1990 and November 1992 the 
organization deployed 16 observer missions.20 With the tentative nature 
of setting a concrete date for the election along with the need for exten-
sive preparatory work before observing the election, and with its already 
very demanding schedule; the OAS would have found it extremely dif-
ficult to mount a meaningful observer mission for the Guyanese election. 
The OAS was, however, present in Guyana in all subsequent elections 
between 1997 and 2015.

Proliferation of Observers

In 2001, there were over 165 international observers in Guyana.21 
Although the UN had previously provided electoral support to the coun-
try in the form of technical and financial assistance, the organization 
had never become involved in the observation of Guyana’s elections. In 
this election however, the UNDP facilitated an international long-term 
observers which comprised mainly representatives from the host coun-
tries of the nine major donor organizations. Unlike the Carter Center, 
the Commonwealth and the OAS; the GLTOG was not dispatched by 
one single organization with the primary mandate of observing elections. 
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Rather, the GLTOG represented a partnership of the UNDP with the 
EU, UK and Guyanese nationals as part of a wider programme of long-
term electoral assistance and reform.

A central question that must be addressed is the reason for the 
increase in number of observer teams in general, and the absolute num-
bers of international observers in Guyana. One possible response is that 
this is a manifestation of the country’s eagerness to demonstrate its con-
formity with the norm of holding free and fair elections. An examina-
tion of all the relevant issues suggests that there are other factors that 
can explain this trend. In the first place, the invitation of observers seems 
to have increasingly become a prerequisite for receiving aid. So not only 
did Guyana want to indicate its commitment to democracy, but it also 
wanted to secure a path to economic development.

The increased number of actors has come on board to offer assistance 
to Guyana, and the proliferation of observers is also an indication of their 
commitment to achieving improvements in the country’s electoral sys-
tem. This position is especially convincing when one takes into account 
that many of these groups initiated their involvement in Guyana. So for 
example, the EU conducted a needs assessment mission to determine the 
extent of financial, technical and administrative support that was required 
to support the electoral process in a comprehensive and meaningful way. 
It had become clear that despite previous support, an electoral crisis in 
Guyana was escalating even in 2000 after CARICOM intervention and 
mediation.

The increased levels of assistance to Guyana were a culmina-
tion of efforts to make the political system more stable. The entry of 
International IDEA, EU observers and others represents more than 
increased personnel and technical assistance. It also represented the infu-
sion of millions of dollars for the support of the electoral process. In this 
vein, increased support by more actors suggests more than the spreading 
of political responsibility, but indicates the sharing of the financial costs 
to mount the extensive support being offered to Guyana in 2001.

It is possible too that the case of Guyana was becoming a political 
embarrassment in the field of election observation and in the wider area 
of democracy assistance. Between 1990 and 2000 the country had inter-
national observers from the Carter Center, the Commonwealth and the 
OAS. The Carter Center had also established a field office in the coun-
try. Guyana’s regional partners, CARICOM, had also played an impor-
tant role in brokering peace between the PNC and PPP. With respect to 
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economic support, the country had received extensive debt forgiveness 
and substantial aid and development assistance.22 It is very likely there-
fore that the international community and donor agencies were not see-
ing the political returns they had expected. The increase in international 
support was arguably a concerted effort to ensure more sustainable elec-
toral reform conducive to creating political stability and facilitating eco-
nomic development.

There is also a more negative and distrustful view of the role and 
motives of actors involved in this form of electoral support. The view 
that the plethora of election observers and increased presence of the 
international donor community is a reflection of their self-serving policy 
is difficult to ignore. The industry of elections is considered a thriving 
business for they increasingly require computers for databases, electroni-
cally generated voter identification cards, ballot boxes and other equip-
ment that is not available in the majority of developing countries. The 
countries that supply democracy assistance are also the main suppliers of 
technologically advanced election material. Guyana and other developing 
countries provide a lucrative market for this industry.23

Similarly, one perspective suggests that democracy assistance in gen-
eral provides support that is not suited to the peculiar conditions of 
developing countries such as Guyana. In this view, democracy assistance 
tools such as election observation merely perpetuate a cycle of depend-
ency on unsustainable Western approaches and equipment and do not 
tackle the root causes of political turmoil. While this position merits 
attention, it is fair to say, however, that the majority of election observer 
delegations have provided meaningful recommendations for improve-
ment in Guyana. It is undeniable that reform cannot be exported24 and 
must be grown locally as the case of Guyana has clearly shown. And yet, 
it is unthinkable what the political fate of Guyana would have been with-
out external assistance given the deeply engrained antagonism between 
the races and the existing political acrimony. In the case of Guyana, 
it is foreseeable that the cost of not providing assistance would be far 
greater than implementing measures that could be unsustainable. This 
does not suggest, however that the donor community cannot take heed 
of some of these criticisms. By 2015, with election observation missions 
were much smaller and operated in accordance with codes of conduct on 
logistics and coordination.
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Logistics

Composition

Mounting effective observer missions requires a considerable amount of 
financial and human resources. Certainly, one of the most challenging 
parts of putting together an observer team is finding a cadre of suitably 
trained and experienced individuals. Election observers are usually cho-
sen from a pool of persons, themselves regarded as politically active or 
having electoral expertise in their respective countries. With respect to 
Guyana, the majority of observers have been politicians—either Members 
of Parliament, candidates of political parties or cabinet ministers. The 
next largest group of persons serving as observers has comprised indi-
viduals directly responsible for the administration of elections in their 
home countries, and includes former or current electoral commission-
ers, or chief elections officers. Persons with a legal background such as 
judges and lawyers also often serve as election observers, as have many 
diplomats, academics and past Heads of Governments. The profile of the 
team also depends on the organization. So, for example, Commonwealth 
teams comprise senior diplomats, academics and statesmen, while Carter 
Center teams are usually more diverse.

Perception of Groups

An examination of the operation of the various observer groups, an eval-
uation of the opinion of the key informants and careful reading of the 
reports by the different missions reveal differences in how each group 
has been perceived. The relationship with the Commonwealth has been 
positive. This group has observed four elections in Guyana25; more 
than any other group. It has displayed professionalism and maintained 
its role as observers in the precise meaning of the term. As aforemen-
tioned, Commonwealth observer missions insist on adhering to the pro-
tocol by the book. Their inclination to make more critical conclusions on 
the quality of various elections has reinforced their objectivity, although 
at times their comments have been taken out of context to support 
opposition claims that elections have not been free or fair. Overall, the 
Commonwealth has been viewed positively.

The involvement of the Carter Center in Guyanese elections is well 
known. It has been present in four elections26 with an intensive level of 
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involvement in the initial years. The Carter Center has had a longstand-
ing relationship with Guyana and had a field office there until 2004. It 
has collaborated with IFES to provide an assessment of and recommen-
dations for the country’s electoral system. Guyana has also benefited 
from the development of a National Development Strategy that was the 
result of the combined effort of the private sector, civil society, the gov-
ernment and the Carter Center. This group has been viewed by many as 
serving the interests of the US government. On this point, it is difficult 
to ignore the irony that the Carter administration did not pay much or 
any attention to Guyana or the PPP during the period of blatant elec-
toral fraud.

The OAS, on the other hand, is also very experienced in observing 
elections, but has had less experience in the Commonwealth Caribbean, 
and specifically in Guyana. The regional group has observed two elec-
tions in Guyana in 1997 and 2001. The timing of their involvement in 
Guyana has certainly led to the impression in some quarters that OAS 
observers in Guyana were not the most suited for the country’s political 
environment.27 There was also some tension among observer delegations 
in 2001 concerning fairness and equal access to information.

The OAS noted in 2001 that “one observer group appeared to enjoy 
greater access to information from the electoral authorities”.28 The OAS 
was careful not to identify which organization, but based on the his-
tory of election observation in Guyana it is most likely to have been the 
Carter Center. This problem may well have been the result of the diffi-
culty in coordinating so many observer delegations, but might well have 
been a natural consequence of the greater familiarity of one group with 
the key personnel and processes in Guyana. In the absence of concrete 
evidence, however, one can only be satisfied that “after requests from 
others, including the OAS, weekly meetings with the Chairman of the 
Elections Commission were opened for all”.29

Unequal access to electoral personnel was not the only challenge the 
OAS encountered in 2001. The organization also complained of the 
imposition of last minute changes that restricted access to some stages of 
the process. All observers are issued identification cards before the elec-
tions. These cards grant them access to relevant places during the election. 
This stipulation is covered under the rights of observers in the Guyana 
Elections (Observers) Act of 1990. It provides that “the name of any per-
son so invited shall be published in the Gazette and he shall be issued with 
an identity card by the Chairman of the Elections Commission”.30
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According to the OAS, there were initial rumours that observ-
ers would need an additional identification card to gain access to the 
compound of the Elections Commission. The head of the delega-
tion later informally confirmed that a second card was indeed needed. 
Observers from another delegation had already been denied access to 
the Commission’s premises so there was general concern among observ-
ers regarding this change. This additional stipulation was not withdrawn 
despite written protests from the OAS and reminders that the govern-
ment and observers signed an agreement that was consistent with the 
provisions of the aforementioned Act.

There are two possible explanations for this standoff between the elec-
tion officers and international observers. First, it suggests the effort of 
the Guyanese to reclaim control over their election process was in effect, 
a subtle effort to reassert sovereignty. The implementation of this addi-
tional restriction could also be taken as a reflection of the true feelings 
of contempt and apprehension towards the presence of foreigners in 
a national process. Second, this move might also be interpreted as the 
effort of election officials to manage the flow of persons with access to 
the compound. It is reported that the Chief Elections Officer was “con-
cerned about being overrun” by observers and other interested parties. 
Considering that there were at least 165 international observers plus 
local observers from the EAB, the concern of the office being swamped 
by too many persons was quite reasonable. In the final analysis, the 
granting of additional cards, did not totally deny access to international 
observers and was a fair, if not legal, compromise. The fact that this was 
applied to all observer delegations reduces the impression that some 
groups were treated more favourably. As observation became a more reg-
ular feature of Guyanese elections, multiple observer groups have been 
able to coordinate their activities and share resources without compro-
mising each group’s autonomy.

Size and Coverage

The case of Guyana presents a number of special features for election 
observation. To begin with, the population of Guyana at 707, 954 living 
within an overall area of 214,969 square kilometres gives the country a 
population density of 3.3 people per km2 (8.5 per sq. mi.).31 Although 
there is more dense concentration in coastal areas, this overall sparse cov-
erage poses some challenges for small observer teams wishing to achieve 
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effective coverage of the 10 polling districts in the country.32 This sec-
tion examines the logistical issues of size of missions and the related 
coverage and shows how small observer teams have tried to maximize 
coverage of the election process in Guyana.

The Carter Center has usually mounted the largest observer mis-
sions in Guyana with teams of at least 40 observers. This has served to 
the advantage of the organization as the relatively large team in com-
parison to others, has allowed a greater coverage of the polling sites and 
therefore provided respective teams with fairly large sample sizes for 
quick counts. In practical terms, also, having more observers has sim-
ply allowed the Carter Center to observe more of the Election Day pro-
ceedings than groups with fewer observers such as the Commonwealth. 
The largest team the latter has had in Guyana was in 1992, and even 
this number, 16 observers, would not have allowed any significant cov-
erage of the election. In the two elections it has observed,33 the OAS 
has had 28 and 34 observers, respectively. This has allowed the organiza-
tion to have coverage of the election that was at least comparable to the 
Carter Center. Despite its longstanding relationship with Guyana, the 
Commonwealth has consistently had the least observers and the lowest 
coverage of elections in comparison to the Carter Center and the OAS. 
The smaller delegations from the Commonwealth and OAS have not 
been due to lack of commitment but to financial limitations.

The Electoral Assistance Bureau (EAB) has been the main local 
observer group in Guyana. It was founded in 1991 and has had a con-
sistent roster of as many as 1500 volunteers. Like most local groups they 
have always been able to field more observers than any of the interna-
tional observer teams. In the 1997 election, the EAB fielded approxi-
mately 600 local observers. In 2001, there were just over 1000 local 
observers who were able to observe and report on 995 or 52.7% of poll-
ing stations in Guyana; significantly above the coverage of the typical 
international observer group.34 This high coverage reinforces the com-
plementary roles of local and international observers. By 2015, however, 
the EAB was fielded approximately 750 observers.

The size of observer teams in relation to the population helps deter-
mine the coverage of observer teams. Other factors such as population 
density and spread also affect observer coverage. The greater the cover-
age that teams can achieve, the better they can contribute to the elec-
toral process. It is relatively straightforward that the more observers see 
and the more observers are seen, the more they will be able to detect 
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fraud or irregularity on the one hand, and inspire voter confidence and 
decrease incidents of intimidation and violence on the other. A range 
of 15 to 20% has generally been considered acceptable. Small observer 
teams often move around throughout the day and this allows for much 
greater coverage. The approach of deploying roaming rather than fixed 
observer teams maximizes the possible coverage of small observer teams. 
At the same time, visiting more polling sites does not ensure that observ-
ers will see more as offences may be committed before or after a team 
has visited. Supplementing the presence of international observers with 
local observers has been one useful strategy that helps to overcome this 
challenge.

International observer teams have not always provided precise statis-
tics on their coverage of the election. The available figures indicate that 
there has always been respectable coverage of polling sites in Guyanese 
elections. Coverage by individual teams: ranges from a low of 11%, by 
the Commonwealth in 2001, to a high of 67% by the Carter Center in 
1992. The presence of more than one international observer team has 
always improved the level of coverage. Altogether the 2001 elections had 
165 observers who were present at over half the polling stations on poll-
ing day.35 More, is not always necessarily better, and a level of precise 
coordination is required to reduce duplication of activities of the various 
teams. However, this coordination was not fully achieved in 2001. The 
presence of several international observers, as outlined above, may also 
prove to be overwhelming for local officials who may become vulnera-
ble to criticisms of displaying favouritism and placing restrictions on the 
access of observers to important stages of the election.

Duration

The practice of international observation started in a fairly unobtrusive 
manner that would give observers enough time to arrive, gain accredita-
tion, and hold briefing sessions declaring their impartiality and respect 
for the sovereignty of the country. They would observe the proceedings 
on Election Day, make preliminary statements concerning the credibil-
ity of the elections and then leave shortly thereafter. This modus oper-
andi has opened observer teams to criticisms of superficiality and acting 
like tourists. Over time many observer delegations have made attempts 
to address these criticisms by having pre-assessment missions and gener-
ally by spending more time in the country in which they are observing 
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elections. This has developed into various categories of observation mis-
sions depending on their length of stay. So, for example, short-term 
observers (STO) are the conventional observers that arrive a few days 
before the election and leave shortly thereafter. medium-term observers 
(MTO) arrive and depart within two to three weeks of either side of the 
election, while long-term observers (LTO) remain in the country for a 
few months.

International observers have generally responded to the gradual 
changes in the nature of electoral problems in Guyana. Initially, the main 
concerns were related to instances of blatant fraud, the stealing of ballot 
boxes, general election rigging, violence and intimidation. These more 
obvious problems have generally been reduced with the presence of 
short-term observers. In 1992, the need for substantial electoral support 
was fulfilled by the Carter Center’s long-term involvement of more than 
two years in Guyana. Although the Commonwealth’s involvement was 
not long term, this organization had five short pre-election missions to 
Guyana in preparation for the 1992 elections. The tensions that erupted 
towards the end of the process were addressed in a timely manner. Both 
teams left within a week of Election Day and the political environment 
was relatively calm, especially after Hoyte’s relatively willing acceptance 
of defeat.

In 1997, the Commonwealth and OAS teams adhered to the con-
ventional format for observing elections. There were no pre-election vis-
its and both teams mounted short-term missions. Serious violence and 
conflict erupted at the end of polling, after Election Day and continued 
for several months. The observer delegations departed within four days 
of the election during the height of the chaos. It is understandable that 
there may have been concerns for safety, financial constraints and per-
sonal commitments that prevented the observers from staying longer. It 
is notable though that CARICOM, which has not always had the best 
of relations with Guyana, provided well-needed conflict mediation and 
suggested a number of measures through the Herdmanston Accord and 
played a great role in restoring political stability to Guyana. It is possible 
that the more sustained presence of international observers could have 
helped reduce the problems.

By 2001, all international observer groups recognized the strong pos-
sibility that there would be political tension throughout all phases of the 
2001 elections and responded accordingly. The Carter Center deployed 
short- and medium-term observers, the EU sponsored a long-term 
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mission, and even the short-term Commonwealth and OAS teams stayed 
in the country. For the 2006, 2011 and 2015 elections, the standard 
procedure was to send a small pre-assessment mission followed by a team 
of short-term observers.

Scope of Activities

After 1992, most observer teams tried to ensure their involvement was 
minimal and in keeping with the conventional norms that have devel-
oped and are codified in various guidelines for international election 
observation. This raises the issue of the scope of activities of observer 
delegations and establishing clear boundaries for their involvement.

The Commonwealth delegation in 2001 was particularly sensitive 
to this distinction and implicitly highlighted the need to draw the line 
between the two activities. Their report states:

people knew that we were not there to interfere but to observe and help 
engender a climate of confidence in the process. However, some people 
expected the observers to intervene on their behalf. Against the back-
ground of the published Electoral Code of Conduct others, including sec-
tions of the media felt that observers had a duty to speak out against any 
unacceptable conduct that came to their notice during the election period. 
While we do not see any reason to change Commonwealth practice — 
which is held high in this regard, including in Guyana — we note the need 
for better public education on the role of observers both in Guyana and 
other countries of the Commonwealth.36

The question of how the observer should respond to procedural mis-
takes has emerged in other missions.37 Two competing views are 
offered in practice. One advances the notion that the observer’s role 
is to observe and not to think. The better view, however, acknowl-
edges the principle that observers should not interfere in the process 
but balances that with the possibility of drawing the attention of local 
electoral officials and personnel to possible mistakes or oversights. The 
Commonwealth Guidelines for Observers defines the precise role of the 
international observer and emphasizes that “it is fundamental that, as a 
Commonwealth observer, you do not intervene in any of the electoral 
processes. Your principal job is to observe the problems and record any 
discrepancies”.38 It reinforces this point in reaffirming the responsibilities 
of observers as “providing an impartial and independent judgement of 
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the electoral process”.39 In this instance, Commonwealth principles and 
actions are consistent with each other.

The OAS does not draw any special attention to the role of the 
observer in this regard. However, there is nothing in its practice, reac-
tion to its mode of operation or in the statements of the organization to 
suggest that its position is any different from that of the Commonwealth. 
Some aspects of the Carter Center’s approach in 1992 blurred the tech-
nical distinctions between observing and monitoring.

In a post-election press conference in 1992, President Carter stated 
his desire to “emphasize the fact that the observers’ role is very care-
fully limited”. He stated: “We do not have any authority and we have 
never asked for authority in any country in which we have served as 
observers…we always work through the election officials and the politi-
cal officials of a country. We do not intrude on our own initiative”.40 
Both documentary evidence and elite surveys indicate that at minimum 
there was the perception that the organization’s activities went beyond 
the boundaries of election observation.

One interpretation of the discrepancy between practice and state-
ments is that the Carter Center intended to separate their role into two 
phases—administrative support and technical assistance, in effect moni-
toring, before the election; and observation during the voting phase. 
This issue highlights the sensitivity of the nature of election observation 
especially during the earlier phases of negotiating and reconciling the 
role of observers. What is also clear is that the nature of the Guyanese 
political climate in 1992 required extensive and comprehensive sup-
port that was outside the scope of observation. The unstated goal in 
the observation of these elections was to establish a political regime in 
Guyana that was amenable to US post-Cold War policies.

Regardless of this discrepancy, the Carter Center’s approach in 2001 
was unambiguously election observation. The Code of Conduct drafted 
by the Carter Center, United Nations EAD and the NDI reaffirms the 
importance of the impartiality of the observer. It asserts that “they must 
maintain strict political impartiality at all times,” and “must not obstruct 
any element of the election process”.41 They may, however, “bring prob-
lems to the attention of officials in a non-obstructive manner”.42 These 
guidelines do not eliminate the wider possibility of election observer del-
egations making other contributions to the improvement of the adminis-
tration of elections as they often include many recommendations for the 
government in their published reports.
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Observation Comments and Verdicts

1964: Commonwealth

The observers described the administration of the election as “fair and 
proper”, and concluded that the prerequisites for voting were in place 
and reasonably done. The integrity of the process was acceptable as evi-
denced by efforts to guarantee the secrecy of voting, protection of the 
ballot and prevent or reduce voter intimidation. Electoral officers and 
party agents executed their tasks efficiently and impartially. Polling was 
peaceful and orderly and there was an overall approval of the conduct 
of the election. The main shortcoming with regards to the administra-
tion of the election involved the physical infrastructure. This problem 
primarily applied to remote areas where there was a shortage of appropri-
ate accommodation and, because of the topography of the country, some 
polling stations were far apart.

Although the observers were unable to identify any specific violation, 
they pointed to the vulnerability of the system and to the abuse of proxy 
voting. This system is useful for the incapacitated or those who could not 
vote because of work demands, but there were allegations of malpractice 
and although the evidence or extent could not be verified, the possibility 
for abuse is obvious.

Regarding other indicators of the freeness of the election, the observ-
ers suggested that there was scope for improvement. Allegations were 
that the sole broadcasting company that was controlled by the govern-
ment used airtime for partisan purposes. Although other parties were 
allowed to broadcast, the PPP was noted to have majority airplay both 
before and after nomination day. In terms of freedom to campaign, there 
was one reported instance of taunts at a political meeting, but the major-
ity were held with freedom from interference and intimidation from 
other parties. Likewise, while there was no censorship of the press by the 
government, there were undertones of bias in the reporting.

A main controversy in 1964 related to the PPP protests that ques-
tioned the constitutionality of the election being held under the sys-
tem of proportional representation. The Commonwealth observers 
refrained from commenting on this issue under the pretext that this was 
not considered an electoral matter per se, and was therefore not within 
their terms of reference. Given the context of the PPP’s mistrust of the 
Colonial office, and the clandestine measures put in place to ensure their 
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removal from office, the Commonwealth team’s stance of silence on the 
constitutionality of the election weakened their position as neutral and 
objective bystanders. However, their presence as observers in the pre-
independence period cannot be judged on the same grounds as present 
when the practice of international election observation has developed in 
the context of independent states.

Dissenting Views

Perhaps the most interesting and noteworthy part of this report is the 
inclusion of a dissenting view by one of the team members.43 The cen-
tral theme of his personal report is that the high voter turnout in the 
1964 poll was not a positive indicator of the freeness and fairness of 
the poll. On the contrary, a voter turnout of over 96% sends a strong 
message of insecurity. The heavy polling was instead, an indicator of 
fear and an effort to secure one’s place in a racially charged political 
system. Elections hinged on fear cannot, in the dissenting observer’s 
view, be fair because “where fear exists, freedom is nominal”.44 He 
presents evidence of this fear, and describes an atmosphere of subtle 
intimidation. One issue that comes to mind is to what extent the final 
report of the Team can be credible, if one member of the team can 
have such divergent views. This brings the issue of objectivity and per-
sonal bias in the observation process to the fore. Does this observer’s 
race make him view the poll differently? On the other hand, are elec-
tion observers generally so clinical in their proceedings of their obser-
vations that racial nuances such as those entrenched in the Guyanese 
society go unnoticed?

In examining this case, a question arises as to whether it is feasible 
or appropriate for dissenting views to be reported, or individual per-
sonal accounts of an election to be made as an appendix or as a part of 
observer reports. Does this undermine the process by providing con-
flicting views if they exist or does it lend more credibility to the task of 
election observation? This particular situation has not occurred again 
and has therefore not arisen as a contentious issue. At the same time, 
one must acknowledge that this exception is more a reflection on the 
early nature of observation which occurred long before the current 
guidelines and various codes of conduct for observers were established. 
The current approach encourages a unified voice by observers in one 
final report.



6  ELECTION OBSERVATION IN GUYANA: A CASE STUDY OF THE …   177

1980: Avebury Led International Team of Observers

The next election in Guyana to be observed by international observers 
was in 1980. The deep acrimony surrounding the invitation and presence 
of International Team of Observers has been discussed in detail in Chap. 
7 on the invitation of observers. The report states that the observer team 
went to Guyana with negative preconceptions, but the members were 
prepared to impartially judge the elections on their own merit. However, 
what they observed of that election made them conclude, without a 
doubt, that the election “was rigged massively and flagrantly”.45 The 
only positive feature of that election was that the violations were so wide-
spread that they could not be hidden from the observers or the inter-
national community. As the report states, “Far from legitimizing …
Burnham’s assumption of his office, the events we witnessed confirm all 
the fears of Guyanese and foreign observers about the state of democracy 
in that country”.46

Premdas suggests that the main impetus for the extensive electoral 
fraud was the fear that one ethnic group would win the election and 
therefore neglect the needs of the remainder of the population, mainly 
comprising the rival ethnic group.47 Burnham’s desire to become Prime 
Minister was an additional factor that further entrenched the scale of 
malpractice. Fear as the axis of electoral fraud became recurrent in 
Guyana’s political landscape from this period onward. This was correctly 
identified by the dissenting Commonwealth Observer as the primary 
obstacle to a free and fair election in 1964. This exact sentiment is ech-
oed by others. So for example, Thomas states:

Democracy confined to free and fair elections and ignoring ethnic security, 
and the needs and fears of the major race groups would not be sustain-
able…If racial voting were to be the outcome of a free and fair election 
next time around, then free and fair elections might well come to be seen 
as a pillar of domination rather than a democratic advance, thereby leading 
to its rejection, and increasing the prospects of social breakdown48

The report gives several accounts of episodes which compromised the 
integrity of the electoral process before Election Day. To begin with, the 
PNC had revised the electoral laws so that they favoured the govern-
ment. One of the effects of this revision was that the opposition party 
had restricted access to the voters’ list on a national level as well as in 
individual polling divisions. In fact, political party representatives were 
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not entitled to receive copies of these lists and therefore could not check, 
verify or amend the list in any way. Other indicators of the fairness of the 
electoral process such as freedom of association, movement and expres-
sion were clearly breached. In addition, there were several episodes of 
intimidation and harassment of opposition party members through vio-
lence, arbitrary arrests and detention as well as political pressure on pub-
lic servants to express their allegiance to the incumbent party. The report 
chronicles the clear instances of Election Day voting irregularities that 
led to the team’s eventual conclusion that the 1980 election was exten-
sively rigged.49

The participation of the WPA in these elections merits some atten-
tion. The multi-racial WPA was co-founded by Moses Bagwan, Brindley 
Benn, Eusi Kwayana, Walter Rodney, Rupert Roopnarine and Clive 
(C.Y.) Thomas in 1974. This political party departed from the tradition 
of race as a determinant of party affiliation. The WPA played a facilitat-
ing role in brokering peace and minimizing tensions between the main 
ethnic groups. This was not met without resistance, as the international 
observer team noted:

The Working People’s Alliance (WPA) had not been allowed any meeting 
in the week preceding the visit of the observers. The day after the team 
saw the Commissioner of Police, permission for the two meetings appeared 
at the WPA office. It is unfortunate that one of these meetings had to be 
called off because of the presence of persons in vehicles clearly bent on 
breaking it up…The observers were present when a WPA meeting was 
greatly disturbed by stone throwers. It became so bad that a stampede was 
caused.50

The report continues:

We have confirmed the widespread view in Guyana that opposition meet-
ings at night encountered sudden blackouts of electricity. PNC meetings 
did not face blackouts.51

On this matter of freedom of association, the observers concluded that 
“the right to meet, associate publicly, to share opinions, and develop 
political choices was not effectively demonstrated as part of the politi-
cal process in Guyana”.52 The efforts of the politicians and intellectuals 
of the WPA to bring about racial harmony among ethnic groups, free 
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elections and democratic socialism were ostensibly sabotaged when 
Rodney was killed in a car explosion in June of the election year. The 
party boycotted the December 1980 elections. Electoral fraud was so 
extensive “that the irregularities could not be hidden either from the 
Guyanese public or from international onlookers”.53

1992

The Commonwealth and Carter Center coordinated the deployment of 
observers. Both groups observed the opening of the poll and the vot-
ing process. Observers noted that the elections ran relatively smoothly. 
The main problems were to the high number of voters without identi-
fication cards, too many voters for voting facilities, insufficiently trained 
staff, poor communication between electoral officials and the command 
Center, omission of names from the voters’ list and uncertainty because 
of last minute changes. The high voter turnout of 98% exacerbated many 
of these hitches in administration of the election. The electoral process 
was generally peaceful with only a few instances of violence, intimidation 
and attempts to manipulate the process. The main threat to the cred-
ibility of these elections was the siege of the building of the Elections 
Commission and associated violence and looting instigated by some per-
sons who claimed they were not permitted to vote.

The Carter Center reported that the episodes that surrounded the 
close of the poll “nearly caused Guyana’s election to collapse”.54 Overall 
they concluded that the election “functioned peacefully and efficiently” 
and represented the country’s “first step in transition to democratic cul-
ture”.55 The Commonwealth team of observers concluded that “the 
organization and conduct of the poll were properly and impartially car-
ried out”.56 Despite the confusion and some of the problems with the 
voters’ list, it was the teams’ view that the result of the elections “should 
be seen as a reflection of the genuine will of the Guyanese people”.57 It 
is clear that there is some amount of discretion and subjectivity in the 
analysis of these elections. While they were far from perfect, it is apparent 
that both organizations factored in their opinion that the 1992 elections 
were a turning point in Guyana’s history and therefore they exercised 
more restraint in commenting on the negative aspects of the election 
than they would have in a more politically stable country.
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1997

The terms of reference for this observation mission required that the 
Commonwealth Team should:

… consider the various factors impinging on the credibility of the electoral 
process as a whole and to determine in its own judgement whether the 
conditions exist for a free expression of will by the electors and if the result 
of the elections reflects the wishes of the people.58

This threefold mandate called on the observers to ascertain the integrity 
and freeness of the process, and to determine if the will of the people was 
reflected.

In this instance, the Commonwealth Team desisted from making any 
definitive assessment of the second and third components. Instead, its 
report focused on the first point concerning factors impinging on the 
integrity of the process. In so doing, the report was careful to list some 
of the positive elements of the electoral process, but spent considerable 
time on the weaknesses which in the Commonwealth Team’s estimate 
“contributed to the diminished credibility of the results”.59 In keeping 
with this noncommittal approach, the report drew on a section of the 
terms of reference which stated in part that the Team would “be free to 
propose to the authorities concerned such action on institutional, proce-
dural and other matters as would assist the holding of such elections”.60 
Accordingly, it proceeded to offer a number of suggestions concerning 
the running of the Elections Commission, electoral and constitutional 
reform, registration, and the tallying and verification of results.

The 1997 elections were the first the OAS had observed in Guyana 
and the first in the Commonwealth Caribbean. It is noteworthy that 
at least one respondent of the elite survey considered this group to be 
“incredibly inexperienced”. The report described the OAS mission as 
long term with much more “complex endeavours” than the typical sym-
bolic short-term observer mission.61 In general, the OAS report was less 
critical than that of the Commonwealth. While it acknowledged “the 
post-electoral process manifested significant weaknesses in organization, 
management and execution”, it affirms that “it observed no fraudulent 
or intentionally improper behaviour by electoral officials while it was in 
the country”.62 Like the Commonwealth Team, but in less sharp tones, 
the OAS report avoids making a decisive statement about the freeness 
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and fairness of the election or the expression of the will of the elector-
ate and only states that “some have questioned the electoral process and 
results”.63

The OAS highlighted one particular feature of Guyanese politics 
which in its estimation formed considerable grounds for the electoral 
problems. This is the often a discussed issue of racial division. The report 
notes that “the country was divided politically, for the most part along 
racial lines”.64 The issue of race relations and politics, and more specifi-
cally its effect on the electoral process in Guyana continued to be a sig-
nificant source of concern. The dissenting Commonwealth Observer in 
1964 stated that “no election, however well conducted can be called fair 
when it leads to division, racial conflict and creates a sense of fear and 
insecurity”.65 These sentiments may have just as well described the 1997 
elections.

All the observer reports on the 1997 poll comment positively on the 
progress that the overall administration of the election had achieved. 
Of the reports, the Commonwealth offered the most detailed account 
of the administrative problems of the elections, especially regarding the 
tallying of the results.66 The Commonwealth Observer report provides 
a comprehensive discussion of the challenges and flaws of the various 
stages of the 1997 elections in Guyana. In chronicling these inefficien-
cies, the report itself became the substance of the evidence that the PNC 
used in its charges that the elections and their results were rigged. The 
opposition party quotes several sections of the report in defence of its 
position to reject the election results. So, for instance, “the worrying 
disparity between the results that were agreed between the Commission 
and party agents and those that were announced by the Chairman of 
the Commission”, along with the “very poor” and non-transparent 
administration and tallying process provided fuel to the PNC’s charges 
of a “flawdulent” election.67 This instance highlights how the efforts of 
observers to depart from the overuse of jargon and shorthand assess-
ments elections as “free and fair”, creates room for the use of their state-
ments to support various claims.

It is the events in the aftermath of the election that substantially 
undermined the credibility of the election. The lengthy delays between 
voting and the announcement of results, in an atmosphere charged with 
distrust, tension and enmity could only have resulted in suspicion by the 
opposition party that the incumbents were manipulating the process. In 
this regard, there were several accusations by the PNC that the Chairman 
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of the Elections Commission deliberately took charge of this process to 
put the PPP at an advantage. Later accounts of his tacit approval of the 
controversial swearing in of Janet Jagan as President, further entrenched 
existing acrimony between the PPP and PNC.68 In the end, CARICOM 
had to intervene to help diffuse the post-election tensions.

CARICOM Mediation

The appeal to CARICOM to assist with diffusing the tensions that arose 
after the 1997 elections highlight the practical limitations of the role of 
international observers. These tensions were caused by a series of allega-
tions and counter allegations regarding the election results, the timing of 
the reporting of these results and the controversial swearing in of Janet 
Jagan; and they escalated to a “state of unrest manifested in lawlessness, 
intimidation, rioting, bloodshed and assault against individuals”.69 In 
this volatile political environment, with the recent memory of extensive 
electoral crisis after the 1992 elections and the rejection of the current 
election results by the PNC, a CARICOM mission intervened in the 
process.

The objectives of the CARICOM mission were threefold. They set 
out to “enable CARICOM to formulate an independent position on the 
situation in Guyana”, arrest the trend of violence and guarantee that the 
Guyanese were “united in quest for free democratic expression”.70 The 
intention to formulate an “independent position” suggests the desire of 
Caribbean leaders to assert regional autonomy over their own affairs. It 
is clear that the participation of international observers was not useful in 
ameliorating the post-election conflicts. At the same time, this first stated 
objective could also have served as a strong signal that the Mission’s 
involvement would not be in favour of any one political party in Guyana. 
Ensuring the intention to operate in an impartial manner was an impor-
tant step for the CARICOM mission to make given the highly divided 
and tense political conditions in the country.

The delegation’s visit resulted in the signing of the Herdmanston 
Accord (1998) between PNC and PPP/Civic. The main aim of this 
agreement was to carry out an independent inquiry or audit of the elec-
tions. Even before the idea was properly proposed; some persons and 
groups, including the opposition, expressed doubts about its utility.71 
The Accord also established a three month moratorium on public dem-
onstrations and marches, and signalled the need for constitutional reform 
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and the establishment of bipartisan committees to facilitate structured 
dialogue.

The audit was undertaken despite the lack of confidence expressed by 
the PNC and general public cynicism towards the initiative.72 Not long 
after the signing of the agreement, a lack of confidence in and impatience 
with the process fuelled public critical dissatisfaction with the pace of the 
audit and the inability of the Mission to promote meaningful bipartisan 
dialogue.73 These and other criticisms of the audit are more a testament 
to the lack of trust between the political parties than one of any ineffi-
ciency or partiality on the part of the Mission. This lack of trust is further 
evidenced by the crossfire between the parties regarding the motives of 
CARICOM. On the one hand, the PNC is noted for initially express-
ing its reservations about CARICOM’s intervention and subsequently 
for accusing the PPP of trying to influence the group’s work.74 On the 
other hand, the Accord is later described as a “super con job initiated 
and inspired by the PNC”.75

The findings of the election audit were consistent with the prelimi-
nary statements of the observers. It discovered “procedural omissions, 
irregularities and systemic difficulties”76 which were understandably 
grounds for suspicion. None of these shortcomings, however, facilitated 
an electoral advantage for any particular party. The main recommenda-
tions of the audit were centerd on good governance and the need for 
inclusive politics. So, for instance, Guyana’s National Assembly resolved 
to establish a special committee to determine the terms of reference and 
composition of the constitutional review commission. The commission 
comprised various segments of the society and conducted consultations 
that resulted in over 171 recommendations including the holding of new 
elections in 2001. The Parliamentary Select Committee reviewed and 
refined these recommendations for inclusion in the constitution.

The political leaders either disagreed with many of the findings of the 
audit or did not abide by the recommendations. The main result was a 
tiresome tirade of accusations and counter-accusations. So, for instance, 
the PPP accused the PNC of breaching the racial code of conduct by 
instigating acts of violence against Indo-Guyanese. Mars notes that some 
modest attempts at reconciliation were also rejected by the Opposition.77 
The PNC’s complaints that the government breached the Constitution in 
several areas were met with responses that the lack of progress was due to 
the PNC’s intransigence. In turn, the PNC ascribed its non-cooperation 
to its profound disappointment with government performance.78 Overall, 
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therefore, the success of Herdmanston Accord remains questionable as 
while it identified the challenges and proposed solutions, it was unable to 
overcome political deadlock.

CARICOM’s role in mediating conflict between the political parties 
might initially appear to be negligible. However, Guyana’s tumultuous 
political history does not provide a receptive atmosphere for media-
tion. The response to the results of the audit highlights intense distrust 
among the political actors that is underscored with deep racial tension. 
Although rifts persisted between the parties, and there were no immedi-
ate or tangible reforms, the symbolism of the Accord lays a significant 
foundation for improving political relations and governance in Guyana. 
As the report states, “it cannot be overemphasized that the primary 
responsibility for restoring trust and managing the continued cohesion 
and well-being of the nation is primarily that of the Guyanese people”.79 
CARICOM’s intervention reinforces the argument that the participation 
of external actors without the active engagement of the main domestic 
stakeholders in the process yields superficial and unsustainable results.

2001

These elections were reasonably administered, but as in 1997, there were 
problems in the aftermath, but they were not as protracted. Some PNC 
supporters were disappointed with the results and reacted with violence, 
including stabbing their party representative who appeared on televi-
sion reaffirming the election results, and by extension accepting defeat. 
There was consensus among the international observer delegations that 
the administration of the election generally met international standards. 
The reticence that was shown in making positive conclusions about the 
1997 election was replaced with the view from the Carter Center that 
the election met basic international standards and allowed for the will 
of the people to be expressed. The OAS too agreed that there were 
improvements and concluded that the election was satisfactory and pro-
ceeded “fairly well”. The Commonwealth, however, departed from the 
general sentiment of satisfaction with the administration of the election 
and stated that the “shortcomings” of the election were “regrettable” 
and “obscured the positive and praiseworthy” elements of the process. 
Once again, Commonwealth comments reinforced the view that there 
was no closure to the discontent with electoral conditions in 2001.
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The Guyana Elections Commission requested an audit of the 2001 
elections in light of the overwhelming number of allegations of fraud 
and unfairness. This report stated the team was unable to find “any evi-
dence of deliberate manipulation or electoral fraud”.80 Like the 1997 
CARICOM audit, the independent audit team conducted tests on the 
database of registered voters and did not find any evidence of corrup-
tion or manipulation here either. In a similar pattern, it did not deny 
the existence of errors in the system, but it was unable to identify any 
grounds to substantiate the claims that these errors were the result of 
a malicious conspiracy to manipulate the elections or their results. The 
report notes, however, that the election process was not without blem-
ish, but that this was typical of elections worldwide. It states that:

… while it is possible that there may have been individual instances of 
abuse of the system, as is the case in most elections around the world, 
there is no evidence to suggest that these abuses would have had any effect 
whatsoever on the election result.81

The report identifies a number of weaknesses in the administration of 
the election by GECOM, and states that these inefficiencies resulted in 
greater suspicion, distrust and bias. Some of these inefficiencies included 
the late completion of electoral lists which had a chain effect of late 
opening of polling stations and general chaos because electors did not 
receive timely notification about where to vote. The crux of the mat-
ter is that the International IDEA was not able to find any measurable 
instances of fraud in the administration of the election, and certainly 
none that would have affected the election results whether by favouring 
or placing at a disadvantage any political party.

The conclusion of the report highlighted that the technical inefficien-
cies of the administration of the 2001 Guyanese elections intensified 
fears and high levels of suspicion among the political parties, electorate 
and other stakeholders in the election. In such a charged atmosphere, 
many of the instances of errors, delays, omissions and other discrepan-
cies in the system were interpreted as intentional efforts to manipulate 
the system. The role of the audit team, therefore, served to reinforce the 
validity of the statements of the various observer teams that the results of 
the election reflected the will of the people.
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2006, 2011 and 2015: Normalization and Consolidation of Observation

Despite the expectations of challenges in the 2006 elections and against 
the background of election-related instability in previous years, these 
elections became an important turning point in Guyana’s electoral his-
tory. There was consensus among all observer groups that unlike all 
previous elections, the most striking feature of the 2006 poll was the 
“absence of pre- and post-election violence as well as polling protests”. 
The Carter Center commented that this was the “most peaceful and 
orderly electoral process in recent history” and one that represented the 
“maturing of Guyana’s political culture and the deep yearning for peace 
and progress”.82 The Commonwealth was similarly encouraged and 
noted that “despite the background of increasing violence…(the) voting, 
counting and results process took place in conditions of calm”. The OAS 
offered a similar assessment that despite concerns about security the elec-
tion was peaceful.

Teams from the OAS, the Commonwealth and CARCIOM observed 
the 2011 elections. In this instance, these organizations did not pro-
vide technical or logistical support to the Guyana Elections Commission 
(GECOM) and were autonomously administered. The observer groups 
found the process “peaceful and orderly” notwithstanding a few chal-
lenges with the voter’s list. The OAS concluded that the “quality and 
transparency of elections in Guyana” had “progressed significantly” since 
1992. CARICOM and the Commonwealth teams reiterated this stance. 
The Commonwealth stated that despite some shortcomings, the 2011 
elections were an improvement on those in 2006. These elections were 
credible and met most of the benchmarks of the democratic elections 
despite isolated incidents. Overall, the 2011 elections represented further 
progress in strengthening the democratic process in Guyana.

2015: Test of Resilience

Remarkably, there was a peaceful transfer of power even with a five day 
delay in the dissemination of results.

Again, the OAS, Commonwealth, Carter Center and CARICOM 
observed these elections. All groups acknowledged allegations of provoca-
tive confrontations and inflammatory tones in campaigning although the 
Carter Center concluded that these were unfounded. The Commonwealth 
noted that the elections were “inclusive and competitive” although there 
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were some operational challenges. The team reaffirmed that the elec-
tions were “credible and the results reflected the wishes of the voters”.83 
CARICOM stated that “voting was transparent, free and fair”84 the OAS 
noted areas that required improvement while commending the process. 
Overall, regional and international observers regarded the 2006, 2011 
and 2015 elections as acceptable. Admittedly, there has been some level of 
subjectivity in the positive assessment of Guyanese elections. At the same 
time, however, all groups have provided a balanced approach in identifying 
breaches and areas for improvement. Overall, the quality and standard of 
the electoral process in Guyana have progressed significantly. International 
observers have played a significant role in this overall improvement 
through their presence, technical and logistical support and even through 
highlighting problematic areas. Ultimately, the final responsibility and 
credit for the development and implementation of measures to strengthen 
the democratic processes rest with local actors in Guyana.

Assessing the Verdicts

In assessing the verdicts of the various observer delegations on the 
administration of elections in Guyana it is clear that all avoided using the 
“term free and fair”, and resorted to terms such as “satisfactory”, “fairly 
well” and “reflected the will of the people”. Comments after the 1992 
elections reflected more patience and an acknowledgement that these 
elections were more symbolic. The Commonwealth and the OAS made 
similar comments about the 1997 and 2001 elections that reflected frus-
tration with the process. Their preliminary statements offered general-
ized positive assessments of the elections. Further reading of the OAS 
report in particular, reveals a more critical evaluation of some aspects of 
the election. For example, it mentions that the Elections Commission 
was not as cooperative as it could have been, although they stop short of 
saying that they breached the agreements giving observers access. Some 
amount of disappointment was also expressed with the pace of reforms. 
The OAS matched its recommendations after the 1997 elections against 
what has been accomplished. The Carter Center too, clouded in careful 
language, expressed the need for the reforms to come from the locals 
themselves.

It is also clear that much importance is usually accorded to the pre-
liminary and interim statements made by observer organizations. These 
for the most part, have been encouraging. The tardiness in publication 
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of some reports however, is problematic and diminishes the utility of 
election observation, for although one can appreciate the time needed 
to make a comprehensive report, the international community may long 
have forgotten about a particular election and placed attention on elec-
tions in another country. In 1992, for example, the Carter Center’s 
report was not available until some 5 months later and in 1997 the OAS 
four months after. The publication of reports was more delayed in 2001. 
The OAS report was ready after 7 months and the Carter Center’s not 
until almost an entire year. Although it is understandable, especially in 
the Guyanese context, that conditions in the aftermath of the election 
may develop in an unpredictable way, and will need to be included in 
a comprehensive report, a report that is published long after the events 
may prove redundant. These considerations explain the focus and atten-
tion accorded to the preliminary statements made by observer groups. 
This concern with the timeliness of reports does not preclude their use-
fulness, as they often include many proposals for improvement and elec-
toral reform. As the electoral system in Guyana settled and matured, and 
as observer organizations have systemized and professionalized their pro-
cesses reports are published in a more timely manner.

Assessing the Overall Impact of Observation in Guyana

The involvement of international election observers in Guyana has not 
been smooth sailing. The effect of their input was not initially clearly 
positive and did not seem to benefit the country in any meaningful 
way. Prior to 1992, an external analysis of the electoral process could 
only have painted a negative picture of Guyana’s electoral conditions. 
However, the culmination of local and international pressure on the gov-
ernment to overhaul the electoral system between 1990 and 1992 prom-
ised better prospects for observation to make a positive impact. After the 
cases in 1997 and 2001, although international observers recognized 
improvements in the electoral process in Guyana, the international atten-
tion on the irregularities and administrative problems, particularly on the 
post-election periods, only placed the country in a more negative light.

This scepticism towards the impact of observation was reinforced 
in the perception that given the state of political tensions in the coun-
try, international observers were an embarrassing requirement. This 
approach is also hesitant to ascribe much praise to the performance of 
international observers. And purports that even if one fully embraced the 
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reality of international observers, their activities and reports only brought 
further shame to Guyana. In the short term, it is easy to agree with this 
stance, especially with the support of Freedom House statistics that 
reflect a decline in Guyana’s standing from “free” to “partly free” after 
2002, despite extensive financial, technical, personnel support and the 
presence of over 160 observers and at least four different international 
observer delegations.

On the other hand, however, the EU et al. audit of the 2001 elec-
tions magnifies a recurrent theme concerning the reasonable expectation 
of what international and local actors can achieve. With specific reference 
to Guyana, the audit states that the lack of perfection in the election pro-
cess is typical of elections worldwide.85 This is a profoundly significant 
and instructive declaration for several reasons. First, it represents a rite 
of passage for Guyana to a state of holding elections that are on par with 
the standard of generally accepted elections worldwide. Finally, Guyana 
has received redemption from the stigma of having a prolonged history 
of rigged elections.

Additionally, if Guyana has reached the bar of achieving electoral 
standards that are internationally accredited, there are wider implications 
for the Caribbean in general. For if along the spectrum of Caribbean 
states under review, Guyana stood at the most vulnerable and fragile end, 
it is an unintended admission that elections in other Caribbean coun-
tries, even with their instances of systemic abuse, have been of a reason-
able standard. While the democratic maturity of Caribbean states has 
not really been disputed, this admission is a vindication of the Caribbean 
electoral standard.

Further, this acknowledgment that no election is perfect also repre-
sents a tacit vindication of member states represented by the main organ-
izations involved in international election observation of the hypocrisy 
of upholding their electoral systems as the model to be attained. It also 
facilitates a more sincere, albeit belated, starting point for explaining the 
impetus behind the uneven application of international election observa-
tion as an international norm. It is clear that the common thread in this 
norm has been the hegemonic and non-reciprocal nature.

Guyana’s case has validated Bjornlund’s stance that election obser-
vation does not always fit the criticism of being “superficial or sym-
bolic”.86 Although this is a reasonable assessment in some circumstances, 
as aspects of the case of Guyana have shown, election observation and 
its related activities “can contribute to genuine, concrete improvements 
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in elections and meaningful, sustainable political development”.87 So, 
although observation may not have been the only source of improve-
ments in elections in Guyana, there have been positive changes in the 
system as a result of observer recommendations and other forms of 
related technical and financial assistance. The absence of any serious dis-
turbances in the aftermath the election in 2006 finally boosted the coun-
try’s status internationally and brought it closer to acceptable electoral 
standards. Substantial improvements in the administration of elections 
of 2011 and the ability of GECOM to autonomously manage those in 
2015, further solidified the view that Guyana is committed to the norm 
of holding democratic elections. The acceptance of the 2015 results and 
the absence of any post-election disturbances or violence are strong evi-
dence of democratic consolidation in Guyana.

Conclusion

This chapter has offered an evaluation of the role of international observ-
ers in Guyanese elections from 1964 to 2015. It has looked at logisti-
cal issues such as coverage, number of observers and duration of their 
missions. It has also examined the profile of the various observer groups 
providing data on their experience in the Caribbean and their specific 
relationship with Guyana.

It has also shown that the case of Guyana is complex and proves that 
international election observation on its own does not improve an elec-
toral system. For as these elections have shown, violence and chaos have 
erupted after elections in 1997 and 2001 despite the heavy presence and 
support of international observers. However, observation occurs within 
a wider context of recommendations, financial and technical assistance 
which have helped make improvements especially with action and coop-
eration from relevant local actors. This investment to time, personnel 
and resources eventually and gradually accrued benefits in subsequent 
elections between 2005 and 2015. The relative normalizing of elections 
in Guyana by 2015 has shown the complementarity of local and interna-
tional actors in deepening democracy in the country. More specifically, 
the case of Guyana has illustrated the overall benefits of having inter-
national election observers. Chapter 7 will now assess the outcomes of 
observation for the Caribbean and project what the further evolution of 
the practice in the region might entail.
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Introduction

This chapter summarizes the main findings of the study and outlines 
their implications for Caribbean countries. It aims to enhance our under-
standing of the practice of international observation within the countries 
of Commonwealth Caribbean. It does so by drawing conclusions from 
the case of Guyana. It re-examines the central research questions and 
offers explanations for the development and practice of election observa-
tion in these countries. Chapter 7 also considers some of the main issues 
that will be on the agenda of international election observation in the 
future.

This study set out to trace how observers became part of the politi-
cal landscape of the Commonwealth Caribbean, to examine how 
observers operate and evaluate the outcome of their presence on the 
electoral conditions and international standing of Caribbean countries. 
This research has been important because it situates the Caribbean in 
wider context of observation. Specifically, this research has contributed 
to the general body of work on elections by identifying the genesis of 
observation in the Caribbean and demonstrating the development of 
the practice. It has also contributed to the literature on comparative 
politics by presenting a typology of conditions for observation in the 
Caribbean.

CHAPTER 7

International Election Observation in the 
Caribbean: Trends and Outcomes
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How Observers Came

How did international observers become part of the political process in 
the Caribbean? On this issue, the research concludes that in recent times 
international election observation spread to the Caribbean as part of a 
global trend of mainly developing states indicating their commitment to 
the liberal democratic tradition as defined by the post-Cold War interna-
tional order. It argues that these states have found it increasingly neces-
sary to indicate that they have achieved and are maintaining basic levels 
of democratic governance and stability. This stands true for most of the 
Caribbean countries under review as the research has shown that the 
majority of these states have had observers since the 1990s.

The research has shown that although there were early instances of 
observation such as Guyana under colonial rule and Grenada post-inter-
vention, the practice became popular after the end of the Cold War: Haiti 
(1990) followed by Suriname 1991 and Guyana 1992; St. Kitts and 
Nevis (1995) followed by Belize, Jamaica and Guyana (1997); Antigua 
and Barbuda (1999), Trinidad and Tobago (2000) and St. Vincent & the 
Grenadines (2001); and subsequently St. Lucia (2006), and Dominica 
(2009). Election observation has gained momentum for a number of 
reasons. The first may be attributed to the third wave of democracy in 
developing countries, mainly in Latin America and countries in transition 
in Eastern Europe. This pattern, however, does not explain the spread 
to the region as the majority of Caribbean countries that have invited 
observer delegations. These countries have long been considered demo-
cratic and would not fall within the scope of this Third Wave.

Another explanation for the spread of international election observa-
tion to the Caribbean discussed in this book reflects the new thrust of 
post-Cold War politics. In this era, the USA and other countries have 
had greater latitude to more uniformly extend and impose principles of 
liberal democracy throughout the world. Most developing states recog-
nize the power dynamics of the international political economy in which 
the likelihood of receiving loans, development assistance and foreign 
investment has largely hinged on issues of governance and local politi-
cal conditions. The decision to invite observers is therefore an acknowl-
edgement by many developing states that their invitation is an indicator 
of the political administration’s commitment to democratization. In this 
respect, therefore, all players in the field of international election obser-
vation fully acknowledge the direct and tacit implications of acquiescing, 
or not, to all its terms and conditions.
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As shown in Chap. 4, countries have pursued this strategy within 
the context of renegotiating the role sovereignty plays in world politics. 
The stipulation that observers must receive an invitation is an impor-
tant indicator that sovereignty is being respected. However, the discus-
sion has also shown that the negotiations leading up to the decision to 
have observers often render the final invitation little more than a sym-
bolic gesture. Even so, developing countries have generally accepted that 
the participation of observers is not necessarily an infringement of sov-
ereignty even in the Westphalian sense, as countries make the sovereign 
decision to invite or refuse observers.

The specific answer to the question of how observers initially came to 
the region can be found in the dynamics of Cold War politics. The cases of 
Grenada and Guyana before the 1990s illustrate how the structural poli-
tics of the international system affected the domestic politics of Caribbean 
states. The affairs of both countries were initially heavily motivated by 
Cold War politics. However, the cases are distinguished by the actors who 
initiated the process. In Grenada for instance, observers were instigated 
by the USA and their subsequent presence was largely a hangover from 
this initial instance. In contrast, the first call for observers in Guyana came 
from the incumbent PPP regime as a response to the manipulation of 
Guyana’s domestic politics by external actors within the Cold War context. 
Throughout the Cold War period, the PPP and other local actors worked 
extremely hard to gain international attention and convince external non-
governmental organizations to become involved. The difficulty of mobi-
lizing international support to scrutinize elections during this period is not 
surprising bearing in mind the clandestine role played by some of these 
actors in destabilizing Guyanese politics. While the unofficial International 
Team of Observers responded to these calls in 1980, actors based in or 
influenced by the UK and the USA did not observe elections in Guyana 
until this involvement again coincided with their national interests.

The real milestone for the development and surge of observation in 
the Caribbean was the end of the Cold War. Since 1990, international 
observers have become frequent participants in the international rela-
tions of the Caribbean. This has been so as the elitist interests in the 
international system have since been redefined in such a way that obser-
vation is now a ritual. States, which are vulnerable, and have volatile 
political systems, have had to work harder at convincing the main actors 
that they are abiding by the newly established rules of the game. In 
essence, therefore, the end of the Cold War created the political space for 
a new set of norms to emerge in international relations.
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The holding of free and fair elections or showing one’s commitment 
to this process has been the main litmus test of conformity to these 
norms. The research has noted the lack of uniformity and political con-
venience with which the acquiescence to the norms has been measured. 
There can be no pretence, therefore, that international election obser-
vation has solely operated as a prima facie tool for the advancement of 
the promotion of liberal democracy. At best, observation has severed as a 
hegemonic cloak to facilitate the ease of the manageability of some states 
by the US and other Western governments. In other words, states that 
invite international observers complicity yield to other norms, standards 
and wider policies led by developed countries. On the other hand, this 
does not suggest sinister motives as observation has yielded positive tan-
gible results for host states as well, and all parties enter the arrangement 
fully aware of the political trade-offs, expectations and intentions.

In this regard, local conditions have been an important factor in 
determining which countries first received international observers in 
the post-Cold War period, as well as the intensity of the scrutiny that 
such countries have received. As is discussed in Chap. 5, the presence 
of a wide range of significant problems within the political and elec-
toral systems has provided the context in which local actors have been 
more receptive to the idea of international observers despite the ques-
tion that such invitation initially posed for the exercise of national sover-
eignty. Indeed, opposition parties have at times demanded the presence 
of observers and ruling parties have become less averse to their pres-
ence. It could also be argued that as the practice of international observ-
ers has become more regularized, local actors have seen such groups 
as a resource on which to call to meet their electoral objectives. In this 
regard, the increased supply of observers may have stimulated addi-
tional demand. In this context, the discussion has shown that invitations 
in the context of the Caribbean are often the result of a complex pro-
cess of negotiations involving local human rights and observer groups, 
opposition political parties, faith-based organizations, other local non-
governmental organizations, foreign observer groups and governmen-
tal representatives. This was played out, in the most dramatic fashion in 
Guyana’s first post-Cold War election (1992). Here, the long-standing 
efforts of the local actors ignored during the Cold War, the determina-
tion of the Carter Center to facilitate the new post-Cold War regime, 
and the greater flexibility of President Hoyte’s leadership helped to 
transform the electoral system in Guyana. The case of Guyana therefore 
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embodies all the scenarios for observation in the Caribbean: the dynam-
ics of Cold War politics; a subset of special electoral and political chal-
lenges and features; and the display of acquiescence to an emerged 
international norm within a context of the power nuances of the interna-
tional system.

How Observers Operate

As noted in Chap. 4, before involving themselves in an election, inter-
national observer groups operated based on an indication from the 
host country that their presence is being sought. This approach allows 
states to preserve their national sovereignty even if they have been influ-
enced or coerced by local and/or international actors to issue an invita-
tion. Despite arguments to include international observers without this 
requirement, the research has shown that states will continue to place 
importance on issuing an official invitation.

Another question important to this study has been whether the invi-
tation of international election observers is indication of a country’s 
acceptance of, or willingness to accept and adhere to international elec-
tion standards of “free and fair elections”. In some cases, political rheto-
ric implies such an acceptance without a real commitment to improving 
and ensuring the integrity of the electoral process. The research on the 
Caribbean has shown, however, that countries have found it important 
to have this international stamp of approval and have shown the commit-
ment to achieving acceptable standards.

Observer groups do not always observe an election even though they 
have received an invitation. They will first determine the need for their 
involvement based on the nature of political conditions in the host coun-
try. They will normally send pre-election missions in an effort to assess the 
political environment, negotiate terms of their presence and hold discus-
sions with political parties and other stakeholders. This has usually been 
the case for Caribbean countries. Observer teams will also collaborate 
with other observer groups to determine which and how many organi-
zations will participate. In most Caribbean cases, one major observer 
group will observe an election in a country. This has usually been a group 
either from the Commonwealth or from the OAS. In the case of Jamaica 
in 1997 and 2002, the major group has been from the Carter Center. 
Guyana, on the other hand, has had as many as six observer groups in one 
election including CARICOM, in addition to the local EAB.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-59069-1_4
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In the Caribbean, international observers groups have also worked 
alongside, and to varying degrees cooperated with local observer groups. 
As discussed in Chap. 3, this can be a strength. Thus, a central theme 
that has emerged from this research on Guyana and the Caribbean, in 
general, is the mutually enabling role that endogenous and exogenous 
actors play in improving electoral standards. Observers have played a 
positive role in indicating a country’s efforts and commitment to these 
standards. This was especially so in Guyana (1992) when the Carter 
Center was the primary agents of change in the elections. In this elec-
tion, President Carter in particular, exercised more influence and control 
over nearly every aspect of the proceedings than any local actor.

At the same time, it is difficult to disaggregate the influence that 
observers have had from other aspects of assistance that Guyana received 
and from local initiatives as well. What is particularly clear in the case 
of Guyana is that the diffusion of the racial conflict that permeates the 
political landscape and improvements in the quality of elections can-
not take place and will not be sustainable, without the engagement of 
the Guyanese people. For, as every election and observation including 
1992 have shown, unresolved conflicts will inevitably erupt as violence 
and mayhem in the aftermath of an election. Domestic action and sup-
port for the creation and implementation of strategies and reforms are 
the most central and compulsory elements of any programme, electoral 
or otherwise in all states. It evident, therefore, that international obser-
vation on its own does not produce sustainable transformation.

The matter of the extensive scope of involvement of the Carter 
Center in 1992 viz-a-viz local actors highlights the persistent challenge 
of establishing clear guidelines for the modus operandi of international 
observers. Guyana (1992) presents an extreme case of overstepping the 
boundaries of observation into the realm of monitoring. In retrospect, 
it is easy to hurl accusations at the observation team for the nature of 
this level of involvement. However, this was a special case, if not turn-
ing point for Guyana and required decisive action. Beyond this obvious 
exception, while international observation has developed clear codes of 
conduct, observers are also guided to exercise discretion and flexibility as 
the conditions they sometimes meet in the field are not textbook or code 
of conduct defined.

One final way in which observers operate relates to the more com-
prehensive approach to providing electoral assistance. As the research on 
Guyana has shown, international election observation in the Caribbean is 
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sometimes just one aspect of a wider programme of technical and finan-
cial assistance. This is especially the case where there is a great need for 
strengthening the capacity of local institutions. Generally, international 
observer groups adhere to internationally agreed guidelines for operation 
but allow some room for discretion.

Outcomes of Observation

Observation has had tangible effects on Caribbean elections. Material 
benefits and technical support have routinely become part of observation 
packages; these include computers, fingerprint machines, registration 
systems and other forms of technical assistance. Improvements in the 
administration of elections and overall electoral conditions are also attrib-
utable in part to the presence of international observers. At the same 
time, observation and the international attention placed on countries 
during their elections have generally improved the international profile of 
Caribbean countries.

As to the effect of observers on the electoral process, it is clear that 
observers have had a positive role in the improvement of the administra-
tion of elections in Caribbean countries. The presence of international 
observers helped to enhance voter confidence and reduce the incidence 
of negative features of the election such as intimidation, violence and 
fraud. Improvements in the quality of elections are also attributable to 
the work of domestic observer groups, the domestic electoral authori-
ties, changes in electoral laws and procedures, the establishment of media 
guidelines and political codes of conduct and other national strategies 
geared towards electoral reform. Observer groups have also played an 
important advisory role by way of the suggestions for reform that they 
offer in their final reports. It is clear that while the onus for the respon-
sibility of implementing reform programmes primarily lies with local 
actors, the positive role of international observers extends beyond their 
influence on Election Day proceedings.

The main reason developing countries invite international observ-
ers or consent to their presence is for the international validation and 
accreditation of elections that they provide. Thus, local stakeholders 
usually welcome their improvements in the quality of elections such as a 
reduction in the incidence of violence and fraud, and are at least equally 
appreciative of the increased global status of their country due to the 
positive assessment observer teams make the electoral process. This point 
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is of particular importance to Caribbean states as they are often highly 
dependent on development assistance, foreign direct investment, loans 
and international trade, and therefore also vulnerable to foreign percep-
tions of their local environments. Guyana has been willing to adapt its 
local political conditions to meet broad international expectations.

This raises an important question regarding the impact of the spread 
of international observation to the Caribbean: Has the acceptance of 
observers affected the international profile of these states? In general, 
the impact has been positive. The initial attitude towards international 
observers on the part of Caribbean Governments ranged from apprehen-
sion to mild antagonism, with the view being that they contribute min-
imally if at all to improvements in electoral conditions. As observation 
gained traction within the region by the early 2000s, however, Caribbean 
countries almost routinely invited various international organizations to 
observe their elections. This shift towards a more receptive approach to 
international observers acknowledges the positive effect their presence is 
likely to have on the international standing of Caribbean countries.

It is likely that Guyana and other Caribbean countries will continue 
to have international teams observing their elections, albeit with less 
frequency and diffused intensity. For Guyana especially, this will be an 
important component of packages of electoral assistance. The presence 
of observers has positively influenced elections and the international 
standing of Caribbean countries provided that electoral violence does not 
escalate. Overall, Caribbean countries have become more likely to accept 
international election observers as a useful indicator of their acquiescence 
to international norms. Ironically, they are at the same time, also less 
likely to be coerced into accepting them.

So, an assessment of whether the holding of free and fair elections has 
become an international norm for states, and whether Caribbean coun-
tries feel compelled to indicate their compliance with this norm requires 
qualification. First, the profile of the majority of countries that invite 
international observers indicates that they are primarily developing states. 
These states want to be considered legitimate members of the interna-
tional system and therefore would like their elections to be validated to 
derive tangible economic benefits as well as to enhance political status. 
Within this context, therefore, election observation may be regarded as 
a norm largely for subaltern states. The decision to invite international 
observers has provided Caribbean states with the opportunity to prove 
themselves as responsible and legitimate. Paradoxically, the pattern of 
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which states observe on the one hand, and which states are observed on 
the other, has reinforced the unequal power structure/hegemonic nature 
of the international system.

Contribution of Research and Future Work

International election observation is no longer taboo. It has become an 
established, if not entrenched practice for many states. The main pre-req-
uisites for having observers have not changed. So, for instance, groups 
may not observe an election without an invitation from the government. 
This preserves the notion of the sovereign equality of states; especially 
since the majority of countries hosting international observers are still 
developing states. There, are however, developments in the procedural 
and technical aspects of international election observation. These have 
also been advances in technology, related to digitalization and access 
to Internet that affect the administration of elections and how they are 
observed. Some organizations now provide professional training courses 
in an effort to build a network and pool of electoral experts for observa-
tion missions.

Professionalization of Observation

When international election observation emerged in the 1990s, it was 
a relatively ad hoc and unregulated activity. It is now so structured, 
streamlined and systemized with an extensive slate of codes of conduct, 
best practices and cadre of trained observers and other electoral profes-
sionals. It is clear that observation today is very different from during 
its genesis. In the early days of observation, one major criticism was the 
lack of professionalism. In response to this, there are now several options 
for individuals to do training as international observers. In addition to 
the vast literature on the merits and weaknesses of election observation, 
there are technical and professional training courses offered by universi-
ties and intergovernmental organizations such as the OSCE and OAS. 
These are constantly updated to reflect trends and developments in elec-
tions and their observation.

The effectiveness of election observation is dependent on having 
competent, trained and professional individuals. Efforts to guarantee 
professionalism in the field have led to a contemporary environment 
where there are several conditions to be met for an effective observation 
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mission. Funding transportation and accommodation costs of a meaning-
fully sized team are very costly. In addition, sending organizations are 
now committed to sending teams that meet a number of criteria. These 
include ensuring that the teams have the appropriate composition of a 
gender balance, professionals with a range of technical competencies, 
youth and regional representation among others. This is after the entire 
process of receiving or soliciting an invitation from the host country, 
sending pre-assessment missions, long-term observer teams and all other 
legal and logistical pre-requisites for international election observers to 
be present. These criteria have streamlined and sanitized the process of 
election observation and made a more credible and efficient activity.

The professionalization of observation is undoubtedly a positive 
development. However, this has placed some hurdles in the path of 
observing some elections. The result has been that some actors have 
found avenues to circumvent the internal and transnational bureaucracy 
of establishing observer teams. So, for instance, some governments and 
intergovernmental organizations send individuals or small unofficial 
teams to be present during an election. For the most part, such teams 
do not have the same access to senior government of electoral officials as 
accredited observer teams. Neither do they come with the same media 
blitz nor prominence as formally invited missions. Additionally, they will 
not have the same reach or coverage as official election observer mis-
sions. On the other hand, some developments in the field will counteract 
this possible retreat of traditional election observation. Taking advantage 
of the use of technological advances and more online sources of infor-
mation will help fill the gaps and enhance data gathering and analysis of 
smaller and more restricted observer teams.

Changes in Technology Impact

One recurrent theme of observing elections has been that they are more 
than Election Day voting. A successful election begins with a sound elec-
toral and legal framework, proper registration system and so many other 
elements that predate and extend beyond election/voting day. The sphere 
of election observation has expanded beyond the traditional activities 
in an election cycle. In the future, election observation will increasingly 
involve emerging digital domains including “voter registration processes, 
online voter education campaigns, partisan spyware, targeted online 
campaigning, online party data collection, a range of election-related 
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apps, online party donation platforms, and the capacity for making party 
accounts and electoral codes available on the net” (Jones 2016).

The emergence of online sources of local knowledge and the digiti-
zation of information are significant developments for international 
observer organizations to track. Online sources for local knowledge 
include WhatsApp groups, SMS texting, social media groups such as 
Facebook, e-platforms and apps that cater specifically to particular coun-
tries. It will become increasingly important for observers to tap into 
these resources at various levels through recruiting local personnel such 
as drivers, boat captains, analysts or interpreters and through having a 
more sustained presence in communities in pre-election period.

One organized approach to tapping into these online sources 
of knowledge is the use of crowdsourcing in election observation. 
Crowdsourcing has its origins in the business world and refers to out-
sourcing a task usually performed by a designated agent to a large group 
of people. (Howe 2008, 99) At its best, this approach involves develop-
ing networks and training persons to use texting, social media sites such 
as Facebook, Twitter and Instagram to report election violations which 
are then recorded as data and projected on interactive maps.

Crowdsourcing has been formally used in election in Armenia (2012, 
Nigeria (2015) and the USA (2016). It has been useful for increasing 
awareness and knowledge of electoral fraud, helping to gather verifiable 
data and to substantiate claims made by individuals, political parties, 
organizations and other stakeholders. In particular, the pool of collected 
data provides an idea of the efficacy of the process and legitimacy of the 
results. More generally, as crowdsourcing is reliant on the involvement 
of everyday citizens it is a strategy that is most appropriate for domestic 
election observer groups.

The benefits of this citizen involvement are substantial. Crowd-sourced 
election observation provides a medium for the documentation of events 
within the electoral process in real time. This method may enhance the 
integrity of elections through highlighting instances of voter intimida-
tion, ballot-box stuffing, vote-buying and other such irregularities. This 
online spotlight on voters, election management bodies, candidates and 
political parties amplifies some of the benefits of domestic election obser-
vation and encourages accountability. Greater citizen involvement or 
larger “crowds” create an environment for more verifiable data and better 
opportunity for crosschecking. On the other hand, crowd-sourced elec-
tion observation may result in herding behaviour and lead to deliberately 
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false reports. It may also inflame entrenched divisiveness (Lorenz et al. 
2011, 5). Additionally, while this method provides access to a much wider 
range of information it also runs the risk of providing an information 
overload and irrelevant, repetitive and redundant information.

So far, crowd-sourced election observation has formally gained trac-
tion in some Eastern European and African states. Other states have used 
online sources of citizen involvement less systematically. So, for instance, 
Commonwealth observers in the 2013 Maldives elections were acutely 
aware of the high Twitter usage by the population and utilized this to 
gather information on activities and perceptions on various aspects of the 
election. This was very useful and given the geographical spread of the 
atolls in the Maldives. International election observers are also very likely 
to tap into these resources to intensify information gathering and com-
pensate for weaknesses in deployment and reach. Crowd-sourced elec-
tion observation will very likely become a more utilized tool for local and 
international organizations involved in Caribbean elections. In particu-
lar, it will provide important access to information in geographically scat-
tered countries such as the Bahamas, and remote or risky areas in some 
Caribbean territories such as Guyana and Jamaica.

International observer groups will need to develop compatible train-
ing and methodologies to improve their capacity to capture and analyze 
information in an increasingly digitalized age. Regarding the digitization 
of information—this will help with the new element of increased online 
sources of knowledge and held decipher what is really useful and relevant 
for the observation process. These emerging areas include digitization of 
voter registration, voter education campaigns, social media campaigning 
and other online domains including donations and data collection plat-
forms. Some countries have already entered the zone of digitization of 
many phases and processes of an election and observers will need to be 
competent in assessing these elements. For the Caribbean, these are areas 
that are already on the horizon for some countries. In this respect, elec-
tion observers will need to be trained about evaluating digitized content 
and output related to elections.

Reciprocity and Sovereignty

Increased instances of the international observation of elections in devel-
oped countries such as the USA and UK has widened the scope of the 
practice beyond its original intentions and mandate. This precipitates 
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the issues of reciprocity and renegotiating sovereignty to the extent 
that the terms and conditions for observation require re-examination. 
These relate to whether observation should be reciprocal between states 
and automatic features of their electoral law. As a generalizable norm 
of international relations, certain restrictions concerning international 
observation need to be acknowledged. Individual states are not required 
under international law to give permission for international observers to 
enter their territory. Rather, as has been noted in this book, observers 
enter foreign territory on the basis of an invitation from the receiving 
state. This means that a state cannot be forced to take observers. In this 
context, a state may say that it will accept international observers only 
if other states will accept observers; but the state may equally refuse to 
accept observers for reasons that have nothing to do with reciprocity.

Similarly, because the receiving state’s invitation is a precondition for 
the entry of international observers, it cannot be argued that the receiv-
ing state is obliged to incorporate in its laws the notion that elections 
must always be subject to international observation. In other words, no 
state is required as a matter of international law to introduce an auto-
matic trigger for international observers in its elections. The state may 
do so if it wishes, but this is not the approach supported by significant 
practice in international relations. There is no likelihood that interna-
tional observation will soon become either an automatic feature of inter-
national relations or one which is directly reciprocal between developed 
and developing countries.

In considering the question of reciprocity and equality in the appli-
cation of a norm for international observers, it must be noted that this 
research has focused on the practice of international observers as applied 
to a group of developing countries. This is in a context where these 
countries have not been party to any mutually binding treaty, among 
nations of comparable power, providing for the observation of each oth-
er’s elections. In passing, Chap. 3 has mentioned the case of the OSCE 
countries, which come closer to this situation. Here, there is an agreed 
document which provides a basis for the mutual observation of elections 
albeit not on a compulsory basis and subject to this practice being per-
missible under local legislation. As noted also, a number of developed 
countries have had their elections observed through the OSCE. At the 
same time, the power imbalance experienced by some countries within 
this group is not dissimilar to that experienced by the Caribbean states 
within the international community.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-59069-1_3
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Thus, the observation by the OSCE of the US 2004 presidential elec-
tions cannot be compared with its observation of the municipal elections 
held in Bosnia Herzegovinian during the same year, where the latter had 
more than twice as many observers1; or indeed with that of Guyana in 
2001 which nearly had twice as many observers from multiple teams. It 
is quite evident that different tiers of observation have emerged among 
states. In this regard, the blanket term “election observation” is used 
to refer to all exercises involving observers. However, the observation 
of the US and UK elections, though completely justified given some of 
the underlying electoral challenges in these states, is quite a different 
exercise than observation of elections in a developing state. In the latter 
case, the outcomes are likely to determine a state’s profile and status in 
international affairs, while in the former; observation is more seen as an 
opportunity to showcase the achievements of a mature democracy. The 
identification of problems in UK or US elections might be mildly embar-
rassing for these countries, but at least until the November 2016 US 
presidential elections, the pronouncements of observer teams have had 
little impact on these countries’ status or their foreign policy outcomes.

Observation of the US 2016 Presidential Elections

This discussion would not be complete without some assessment of the 
US 2016 Presidential elections. This election was under more scrutiny 
than any other in the country or on the international arena. To begin 
with, both contenders had controversial backgrounds. There was an 
environment of distrust, allegations of voter intimidation and fraud and 
tampering from external actors. These elections were observed by the 
OSCE and for the first time by the OAS and presented new dynamics 
in the field of international observation. This was arguably the first time 
a developed state had international observers for more than ceremonial 
reasons or token reciprocity.

The unfamiliar grounds under which these elections were observed 
also posed questions on the universal applicability of requirements for 
receiving states. In this regard, international observers did not have full 
access to all states and districts of the US elections. There were, too, 
reversed asymmetries of power of the observer groups regarding the 
countries observed. The OAS team comprised 41 experts from 18 coun-
tries, most whom were based in Washington DC. The OSCE team was 
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more expansive and included 11 DC-based experts from 10 countries, 
26 long term and 400 long-term observers.

The introduction of the OAS presented a new dynamic to observa-
tion being a regional intergovernmental organization with headquarters 
in the US capital. For one, OAS observers were less likely to be critical 
by virtue of being permanently hosted by the USA. The power realities 
within the organization also present unspoken loyalties and obligations.

Finally, the recruitment of observers did not follow the usual proto-
col of bringing electoral experts and “eminent” persons from different 
countries. This would have been redundant for the OAS as much of its 
staff already qualifies as such. The OAS therefore had a pool of political 
and election observation specialists and ambassadors in the country who 
were qualified and eligible to serve. Get statistics on team composition. 
While these practicalities justify the overall composition of the OAS team 
of persons based in Washington, DC. One must note that such a team 
would operate differently from one recruited in the traditional way.

Considerations of power and political geography were evident in the 
assessments provided by OAS and OSCE observers. The OAS high-
lighted a few weaknesses in the elections. These included long lines, 
inadequate polling places, gerrymandering of the borders of some elec-
toral districts and the absence of quotas to encourage women’s partici-
pation in political life. The team also noted the “polarizing and divisive 
rhetoric…having a racial undertone” and threats of one candidate to 
bring judicial action against journalists and to restrict their access to 
political events. The OSCE similarly noted the “harsh personal attacks 
and intolerant rhetoric”. This team also noted the disenfranchisement 
of over 6 million persons comprising US citizens in overseas territo-
ries, the incarcerated and ex-convicts. Overall, however, both organiza-
tions considered the elections to be highly competitive, demonstrating 
commitment to fundamental freedoms and facilitating the expression 
of differences in a free and respectful manner and through institutional 
mechanisms.

Although more developed countries will come under the lens of 
observation it is likely that the assessment of these elections will con-
tinue to be influenced by practical and political constraints. Developing 
states such as those in the Caribbean may use these lessons to identify 
policy implications and formulate approaches towards election obser-
vation in their countries in the future. CARICOM member states may 
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wish to consider the integration of the principle of the mutual observa-
tions of elections on a basis like that of the OSCE and the OAS. While 
the theoretical framework of international norms and power realities is 
unlikely allow CARICOM to act as a substitute for international election 
observer groups in the short run, this does not negate the centrality of 
its place in Caribbean elections. Similarly, the CARICOM member states 
may wish to press both the OAS and the Commonwealth to develop a 
framework for international observation which is less uneven in its appli-
cation. As was evident in the CARICOM audit of the 1997 Elections in 
Guyana, maximum benefits are yielded from international election obser-
vation where there is collaboration with regional actors. This points to 
the need for CARICOM to play a more assertive role in observing elec-
tions in member states, including establishing a clearly identifiable elec-
tion unit and providing wider access to observer reports.

Flipping the Script

Kelley (2012) extensively discusses the phenomenon of pseudo-demo-
crats and incumbents who use international observation as a façade to 
normalize and shield electoral fraud. In these cases, governments con-
tinue to cheat in plain sight of observers but by changing the methods of 
fraud. This shift to less detectable and safer methods might include redis-
tricting or gerrymandering electoral zones to unfairly benefit one party 
or by implementing registration or voter-identification regulations that 
place one social or racial group at a disadvantage. Anecdotally, instances 
of cheating in plain sight have included persons known to be supporters 
of one political party displaying inked fingers as evidence of having vot-
ing when in fact, other party representatives have provided them with ink 
and paid them not to vote. These irregularities often go unnoticed while 
some observers will conclude that these elections have met international 
standards.

More recently, there have been elections where the reverse is evi-
dent. In other words, there have been a few cases where international 
teams have observed elections and assessed them as acceptable only to 
have the incumbents declare that there were several irregularities and 
instances of fraud. While these are not Caribbean cases, they are telling 
of some of the issues arising from the observation of elections. Although 
Commonwealth, EU and other observer teams assessed elections in the 
Maldives (First round 2012) and Zanzibar (Tanzania 2015) as admin-
istratively sound incumbents in both cases nullified the election results.2
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Certainly, in the first round of the 2012 elections in the Maldives, 
Commonwealth observers praised the orderly, peaceful and inclu-
sive nature of the elections. The conduct of this election was almost 
textbook perfect. In the case of the 2015 elections in Tanzania, there 
was unanimous opinion that these elections were positive. Despite the 
many interim statements to this effect, the Chairman of the Zanzibar 
Electoral Commission issued a statement nullifying the Zanzibar elec-
tions. In October 2015, election observers from the Commonwealth, 
the Southern African Development Community (SADC), the AU and 
the EU issued a joint statement reaffirming their view of the credibility 
of the voting process. More specifically, they stated:

Our overall assessment of the voting and counting process at the poll-
ing stations, based on all our observations, was that it was conducted in 
a generally peaceful and organized manner, according to the procedures 
outlined in the laws of the United Republic of Tanzania and the laws of 
Zanzibar. We stand by this assessment.3

In both cases, the election results meant a change in administration 
from one party to the opposition. In the case of the Maldives, this would 
have represented a shift in power from the traditional closed regime to a 
younger more inclusive leader who was receptive to ideas of democracy 
and partnership with the international partners. The Maldives has since 
left the membership of the Commonwealth. While Tanzania remains 
a member the electoral issues in Zanzibar continue to be unresolved. 
These cases present a tendency of incumbents to cry foul in the face of 
a possible loss. In these instances, observer groups must be prepared 
to continue collaborating with regional and international partners to 
improve democratic dialogue and transition. The approach in Tanzania 
of issuing joint statements confirming their findings and unified stance 
solidified the credibility of each observer group and of the practice of 
election observation in general.

Gender and Other Special/Vulnerable Groups

Many observer groups now place greater emphasis on issues of gen-
der—participation as voters or candidates. Comprehensive regional and 
international standards exist for human rights. These encourage states 
to guarantee full political participation. The standard mandate for inter-
national observer groups has been to evaluate the freeness, fairness, 
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or competitiveness of elections. Since the mid-2000s it has not been 
uncommon to see a marker for “inclusive” as well. The OAS has led this 
focus on gendering international election observation. Its pilot project 
was the 2011 mission to Guyana of which 52% of the team was female. 
Other observer groups such as the Commonwealth have a similar focus.

From a gender perspective, inclusive has meant paying attention to 
the norms and practices that affect all stages of the electoral process—
registration, access to polling stations, voting and electoral policies and 
programmes. This focus on gender is part of an overall mandate of pro-
fessionalizing election observer missions. For the OAS, for example, this 
has been part of the effort to reconcile election observation according to 
the standards established by the Inter-American Democratic Charter and 
other policy documents.

Incorporating a gender perspective focuses on the equitable participa-
tion by men and women throughout the entire electoral cycle. This goes 
beyond simply the observation of elections per se, to a philosophy of cre-
ating more inclusive societies. For the OAS, in particular, the goal is to 
“encourage member states to undergo efforts to transform the asymmet-
rical relationship between men and women in the political arena, in order 
to generate stronger, more inclusive and more representative democra-
cies”.4 This has translated to inclusiveness for the disabled, elderly and 
other vulnerable groups such as Albinos in Tanzania.

External/Overseas Voting

There are also new developments in the international environment and 
demographics that affect some aspects of observation. International 
migration and population movements have had implications for the tra-
ditional views on democratic citizenship and sovereignty. International 
statistics on migration provide a stark picture of the magnitude of redis-
tribution of populations across the globe. This is especially so for many 
developing countries. Between 1970 and 2010, for instance, the number 
of international migrants moved from 81 to 215 million (World Bank 
2011).

Bauböck reiterates the notion that residence taken on its own is not 
axiomatic to political participation. It has until relatively recently been a 
necessary condition. In other words, it has generally been accepted that 
one has to live in a country to have the right to vote in that country. 
Including non-nationals as residents to be including in an election as 
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legitimate voters does not pose any incremental challenges for observing 
elections in jurisdictions where expatriates are included in the vote.

This is not the case for the other dimension of democratic citizenship 
and global population movements. Several persons retain their original 
nationality when they live abroad. This has not been an issue for military 
personnel or diplomats for whom arrangements have usually been made 
at overseas missions. Beyond these officials, many countries have made 
provisions for their diaspora populations to be able to vote. This is con-
sistent with the view of citizenship and nationhood as transcending terri-
tory and extending beyond a country’s resident population. As discussed 
above, the non-inclusion of US citizens living abroad in the 2016 elec-
tions was strongly criticized by the OSCE.

Other countries, however, find merit in this approach. In 2005, for 
instance, Mexico decided to implement overseas voting for its overseas 
residents. This included approximately 10 million voters through over-
seas ballots—more than the combined voting population of the entire 
Commonwealth Caribbean. Currently, approximately 116 countries 
have legal provisions for external voting. Many of these are developing 
states or fledgling democracies most likely to have international observ-
ers. As the discussion on Guyana highlighted, external voting may create 
loopholes for extensive electoral fraud and was eventually discontinued 
for that reason. External voting therefore creates another logistical chal-
lenge for international election observation even though it occurs on 
the premise of inclusiveness in the political role of Diasporas. Within the 
Commonwealth Caribbean, the Bahamas has had external voting and it 
has entered the political discourse in Jamaica. It is expected that as more 
countries explore adding overseas voting it will have more implications 
for how this dimension of elections will be observed.

Some countries have moved beyond voting in overseas locations, 
postal and proxy voting towards other methods to increase the possibil-
ity for their citizens to participate in referenda and national elections. 
Switzerland, the USA, France, the Netherlands, Estonia, Spain and 
Austria have implemented remote electronic voting or e-voting. This 
refers to voting over the Internet using a personal computer, mobile 
phone or digital assistant to cast a vote electronically. These are not 
countries that have had regular election observation so there are no sub-
stantial effects on the process just yet. However, as developing countries 
work to modernize and improve their elections and increase the acces-
sibility of these elections to their citizens abroad, implementing e-voting 
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remotely and in their countries, will be a reality. The security of e-vot-
ing platforms for external electors will be a concern for election man-
agement bodies. These security concerns include the risk of transmitting 
information on the Internet, hacking threats and subtle voter intimida-
tion through pressuring spouses and other relatives to vote by family. 
(International IDEA, 220, 2012) This electronic aspect of voting will 
have implications for how all aspects of elections are observed.

Conclusion

Overall, this research has examined several aspects of international elec-
tion observation in the Commonwealth Caribbean. It has done so within 
a wider context of the international relations of developing states in 
a system in which the values, rules and norms are largely set by other 
states and actors. The research has added to the body of work on elec-
tions in the Caribbean with the added dimension of the role of interna-
tional actors in these processes. For observation to continue its role in 
improving electoral and political practices, and shed the justified negative 
impression associated with some aspects of its operation, all stakeholders 
will have to address the criticisms by reviewing their approaches, logistics 
and techniques. Strides have already been made in this area as seen in the 
effort to create best practices, codes of conducts and so on. One must 
also note the likelihood of the development of new norms and the pos-
sibility that the international community is already redefining and revis-
ing existing norms. Overall, the effect of international observation has 
been good and creates an even more useful synergy if there is a partner-
ship with regional and local actors. The Caribbean experience has been 
that observation has improved countries’ international profile, provided 
material benefits, technical support and improved electoral conditions. 
Beyond this, it would be in the interest of the Caribbean countries, as 
small states, to see a greater move towards equity in the area of election 
observation. If there is to be a global norm regarding election observa-
tion or a more restrictive norm among those committed to a liberal dem-
ocratic paradigm, then the value of this norm would be strengthened if 
it were universally applied. As the observers from the Commonwealth 
countries to the UK elections (2010) and teams to the US elections 
(2016) demonstrated, there is a basis for mutual sharing of experience 
among states regardless of size and global influence.
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Notes

1. � “Presidential Election, 2 November 2004,” Organization of Security and 
Cooperation in Europe (OSCE), Office for Democratic Institutions and 
Human Rights (ODIHR), http://www.osce.org/odihr/elections/usa/
eom/general_2004; and “Municipal Elections, 2 October 2004,” OSCE, 
ODIHR, http://www.osce.org/odihr/elections/bih/eoms/munici-
pal_2004.

2. � Personal note –author was a member of two Commonwealth teams to 
the Maldives and the Commonwealth team to Tanzania (deployed to 
Zanzibar).

3. � The Commonwealth, Tanzania General Elections, October 2015, p. 56.
4. � The OAS, Incorporating a Gender Perspective, 2013.
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