
Advancing the Democratic Ethic 

The Commonwealth' s commitmen t t o it s fundamental politica l values , 
and especiall y t o th e democrati c ethic , deepene d wit h th e endorse -
ment o f the Millbroo k Actio n Programm e b y Heads of Government i n 
1995. B y mid-1997 , onl y tw o militar y regime s remaine d amon g th e 
Commonwealth's 5 3 members: Nigeria had bee n suspende d fro m mem -
bership i n 1995 ; Sierra Leon e ha d suffere d a  revers e i n it s democrati c 
evolution i n May 199 7 with a  military coup . Both countrie s remai n o n 
CMAG's agenda . 

Roundtable on Democracy 

One o f th e mos t visibl e sign s o f th e deepene d commitmen t t o demo -
cratic practic e cam e wit h th e Roundtabl e o f Heads o f Government o f 
Commonwealth Afric a o n Democrac y an d Goo d Governanc e i n 
Africa whic h was attended b y 1 6 Heads of State an d Governmen t fro m 
Commonwealth Africa n countrie s i n Botswan a i n February 1997 . Th e 
Secretary-General ha d convene d th e Roundtabl e i n orde r t o giv e 
African Commonwealt h Head s of Government an d politica l leader s a n 
opportunity t o revie w th e progres s o f democrac y i n thei r respectiv e 
countries an d exchang e view s o n ho w the y migh t mee t presen t an d 
future challenges . 

A uniqu e Preparator y Meeting , whic h immediatel y precede d th e 
Heads o f Governmen t session , brough t togethe r 4 1 representative s o f 
both governmen t an d oppositio n partie s o f practisin g democracie s i n 
Africa, som e of whom had had littl e or no direct contact with each othe r 
in thei r ow n countries . At th e en d o f this meeting , th e representative s 
presented to the Heads their joint proposals for strengthening democrac y 
in Africa . 

TOWARDS BETTE R ELECTION S 

One of the mos t importan t aspect s of 
Commonwealth wor k ha s been assistance 
in promoting good electoral practice . 
Following two pan-Commonwealt h 
meetings of Commonwealth Chie f Electora l 
Officers i n 1993 and early 1995 , three 
meetings for Chie f Electora l Officers were 
held on a regional basi s - fo r the Pacifi c i n 
1995, for the Caribbean i n 1996 , and fo r 
Asia and the India n Ocean in 1997. 
Participants exchanged experiences and 
information o n the ke y elements i n the 
electoral process , and these meetings gave 
them the opportunity t o strengthe n 
practical co-operatio n betwee n 
Commonwealth electio n managemen t 
bodies. A booklet on Good Commonwealth 
Electoral Practice has been produced an d 
distributed t o assist them i n this regard. 

At the Roundtable... African  Commonwealth 
Heads of Government  gathered in Botswana to 
discuss democracy 
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At thei r Retreat-styl e session , th e Head s o f Commonwealth Afric a 
reaffirmed thei r commitment t o the principle s contained i n the Harar e 
Commonwealth Declaratio n an d thei r determinatio n t o wor k toward s 
the consolidation o f democracy an d good governance. They agreed tha t 
this required a  national effor t b y all political leaders to cultivate a  culture 
of tolerance, mutual respect and co-operation to promote national peac e 
and stability . They acknowledge d tha t th e opposition had a n importan t 
constructive role to play if democracy was to be sustained, and they recog-
nised tha t th e participatio n o f women , especiall y a t decision-makin g 
levels, wa s essential . Head s o f Governmen t expresse d thei r hop e tha t 
they coul d mee t agai n t o evaluate progress . 

Observing Elections 

Multi-party elections are an important component o f democratic systems, 
and Secretaria t assistanc e i n thi s are a ha s bee n a t thre e levels : pre -
election technica l assistanc e t o promot e soun d electora l preparation s 
and condition s fo r a  leve l playin g field;  observatio n o f th e electora l 
process, including part of the campaign and polling day itself; and post -
election assistance. Commonwealth electio n observer missions continued 
to play a  vital rol e i n the secon d o f these phases . 

The Commonwealth Secretary-Genera l constitute s Commonwealt h 
Observer Group s a t th e reques t o f membe r government s an d wit h th e 
agreement o f th e mai n politica l partie s i n th e countr y i n question . 
Members o f suc h Group s ar e draw n fro m Commonwealt h countrie s 
which follo w democrat i c practices , wit h th e Commonweal t h 
Parliamentary Associatio n frequentl y assistin g i n findin g suitabl e 
parliamentarians t o serve as observers. 

(below) Commonwealth  observers  at  the  1995 
elections in  Tanzania 

(bottom) A  Papua  New  Guinean  voter  carrying  a 
traditional billum  bag  from Eastern  Highlands 
Province casts  her ballot  during  the  General 
Election 14-28  June 1997,  while  a 
Commonwealth observer  watches  the  process. 
The Commonwealth was  the  only  group  of 
international observers  in  Papua  New  Guinea 
and praised  the  people  for  their  'determination 
to express  their democratic  rights' 
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Since mid-1995 , th e Commonwealt h ha s observe d seve n nationa l 
elections: i n Tanzani a (Octobe r 1995) , Sierr a Leon e (Februar y 1996) , 
Bangladesh (Jun e 1996) , Ghana (Decembe r 1996) , Pakistan (Februar y 
1997), Cameroo n (Ma y 1997 ) an d Papu a Ne w Guine a (Jun e 1997) . 
Observers wer e als o sent t o a n importan t by-electio n i n Banglades h i n 
September 1996 . 

Strengthening Democratic Structures and Institutions 

The Secretaria t provides practical assistance , mainly funded throug h th e 
Commonwealth Fun d for Technical Co-operation (CFTC) , t o membe r 
countries to strengthen democratic structures, institutions and procedure s 
before an d afte r elections . 

It has provided experts , direct policy advice and training programme s 
in constitutional, electoral , legal and other fields. Help has been provided 
with th e creatio n o r strengthenin g o f variou s watchdo g institutions , 
such a s independent electora l commissions , human right s commission s 
and ombudsmen . 

In the two years from mid-1995 , the Secretaria t assiste d several coun-
tries i n th e establishmen t o f up-to-dat e electio n legislativ e schemes , 
codes of conduct for political parties and candidates, training programme s 
for election officials , vote r education programmes, election logistic s an d 
enhancement o f gender perspectives . The Secretaria t wa s instrumenta l 
in mount in g a  join t effor t wit h th e Britis h an d Sout h Africa n 
Governments t o undertake a n evaluation study of the loca l governmen t 
elections i n South Afric a i n 1995 . 

The Secretaria t ha s publishe d th e first  o f tw o part s i n a  volume o n 
election law s of 37 Commonwealth countries , and i s preparing electio n 
case studie s a s well . I t ha s als o publishe d a  compilatio n o f paper s pre -
sented a t th e electio n trainin g worksho p hel d i n Botswan a i n Marc h 
1996. 

WOMEN A T TH E POLL S 

The Secretariat ha s made i t a point t o 
include as many women observers as 
possible i n Observer Groups. Briefings by 
women's organisations during such 
exercises are now a standard feature and 
concern for women, in relatio n to the 
framework fo r an election and i n the wider 
society, is reflected i n all other briefing s 
observers receive from politica l parties , 
Commonwealth diplomat s and othe r 
interested groups . In assessing preparations 
for the elections and on polling day, 
observers are urged to loo k for evidence of 
activities and measures to encourage the 
participation o f women and to see whether 
the turnout indicate s that women were 
deterred from voting. 

Commonwealth observers look for evidence  that 
women are encouraged to vote... here  women 
queue at a polling station in Bangladesh in 
1996 
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