
Chapter 6 

Events on Polling Day 

Opening of the Poll 

It wa s i n th e brigh t sunshin e o f a  Tuesda y mornin g tha t Malaw i hel d it s firs t multi-part y 
elections sinc e independence . Wel l before sunrise , lon g queue s o f voter s had forme d outsid e 
polling stations . Hundreds, i n som e case s thousands , o f voter s had gathere d i n long , orderl y 
lines. Our team s which wer e deploye d throughou t th e countr y t o observe th e openin g o f th e 
poll a t various centre s almos t invariabl y foun d tha t eve n before daw n thei r arriva l had bee n 
preceded b y a  significan t proportio n o f voters . W e wer e tol d b y som e voter s tha t the y ha d 
arrived a s early as midnight . 

Polling staf f ofte n staye d overnigh t a t thei r polling station s t o make fina l preparation s an d 
ensure tha t material s wer e properl y distributed . Mos t pollin g centre s opene d punctuall y a t 
6.00 a.m . o r withi n a  fe w minute s o f tha t time . Th e procedure s fo r th e openin g o f th e pol l 
were followe d substantiall y a t al l th e station s visited . Th e ballo t boxe s wer e opened , hel d 
high and show n to the polling officers, part y monitor s and other s present. The polling officer s 
and party monitors voted firs t an d then the other registered voter s were allowed t o vote. 

The earl y arriva l o f s o man y voter s a t pollin g station s acros s th e countr y testifie d t o a 
widespread enthusias m t o exercis e th e democrati c franchise . S o significan t a  proportio n o f 
early voter s als o suggeste d tha t turnou t woul d b e high , a  fac t whic h wa s late r confirme d i n 
the parliamentary electio n with a  recorded participatio n o f 80.39 per cen t o f registered voter s 
(3,034,800 voters) and a  similar high figur e i n the presidentia l electio n where th e turnout wa s 
80.54 per cent of registered voter s (3,040,665 voters). 

Layout and Facilities 

Voting centre s wer e se t u p i n schools , publi c building s o r i n th e ope n air . I n th e cas e o f th e 
open ai r stations , there wa s th e advantag e tha t adequat e spac e wa s availabl e fo r a  statio n t o 

Preparing for the  polls... polling officials 'rehearse' the system on  the eve of polling day 
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Commonwealth Observers Hugh Templeton  and S Κ Singh (centre)  watch election materials arrive at a station in 
Mzuzu 

be properl y lai d out . Th e ope n ai r arrangemen t provide d transparenc y i n procedure s an d 
protection o f secrecy . Eve n whe n th e station s wer e i n enclose d space s th e layou t wa s 
generally good . Th e facilitie s wer e o n th e whol e satisfactor y -  adequat e table s an d chair s 
were provide d fo r pollin g staf f an d part y monitors . I n a  fe w cases , however , som e o f th e 
polling centres in public buildings an d school s were overcrowded . 

We welcomed th e enterpris e ofte n show n b y pollin g staf f i n making sur e tha t th e siting of 
the parliamentar y an d presidentia l ballo t boxe s contribute d t o th e smoot h processin g o f 
voters, avoidin g th e confusio n tha t coul d hav e arise n i f th e boxe s wer e no t physicall y wel l 
apart. 

Even befor e th e poll , i t wa s clea r tha t Returnin g Officer s sough t t o ensur e tha t pollin g 
stations wer e adequatel y staffe d an d equipped , tha t transpor t wa s mobilise d an d necessar y 
liaison maintaine d wit h politica l partie s i n constituencies . W e wer e satisfie d tha t adequat e 
arrangements wer e mad e no t onl y t o provid e sufficien t pollin g staf f bu t t o delive r th e 
necessary equipmen t an d material s t o th e station s eve n i n remote areas . We were abl e to se e 
the assistanc e give n b y a  militar y helicopte r whic h too k of f fro m th e Norther n Regio n t o 
supply Likoma an d Chizumul u islands . 

There appeare d t o b e a n impressiv e degre e o f integrate d workin g arrangement s betwee n 
those i n th e fiel d an d thos e a t th e headquarter s o f th e Electora l Commission . Indeed , o n th e 
eve o f th e poll , th e compound s o f th e office s o f th e Returnin g Officer s ha d becom e veritabl e 
hives o f activit y a s official s an d volunteer s gathere d togethe r t o undertake th e comple x task s 
inherent i n a n election , fro m overseein g th e distributio n o f material s t o th e constructio n o f 
polling booths. 

Performance of Electoral Officials 

Any accoun t o f th e event s o f pollin g da y woul d b e inadequat e withou t acknowledgin g th e 
managerial an d logistica l skill s o f electora l official s a t al l levels . Thes e event s represen t a 
remarkable effor t b y pollin g staff , monitor s an d voter s alik e t o breath e vitalit y an d a 
renascent spiri t of democracy into the national life of Malawi . 
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Orderly lines of voters began forming, sometimes from well before dawn 

We found tha t pollin g staf f undertoo k thei r dutie s wit h confidence , displayin g a  hig h 
degree of competence an d professionalism . Th e spirit o f impartiality an d dedicatio n amon g 
the polling staf f helpe d t o promote a  favourable atmospher e i n polling station s where an y 
problems tha t aros e were full y discusse d and , wher e possible , resolved . Pollin g staf f wer e 
courteous and helpful t o voters, party monitors and observers. They performed a  critical role 
in educating voters on the spot, making patient efforts t o explain the voting process to each 
voter. It was usual to find that at least two poll clerks could speak the local language. 

The polling officials mad e serious efforts t o see that the electoral law and procedures were 
observed. A s man y ha d serve d a s electora l official s i n th e Jun e 199 3 Referendum, th e 
experience was still fresh in their minds and they were able to use it to good effect . 

There wer e discrepancie s i n th e wa y pollin g staf f interprete d rule s an d procedures , a 
feature commo n enough in elections. What was commendable was that where problems di d 
arise there was often ope n discussion and consultation with monitors in seeking solutions to 
these problems. The spontaneity o f such interchanges bodes well for deepenin g a  culture of 
consultation. Where there were lapses a t polling stations, this was the result of human erro r 
rather than the product of corrupt intent. 

As noted earlie r in this Report, many o f the polling staff wer e teachers and civi l servant s 
holding position s o f trus t i n th e loca l community . Thi s facto r helpe d t o bolste r publi c 
confidence in the electoral process. 

Party Monitors 

The party monitors , particularly those representing the three big parties, namely MCP, UDF 
and AFORD , were alway s presen t a t th e pollin g station s visited . The y wer e quiet , bu t 
appeared purposefu l i n thei r tas k o f observin g th e procedure s an d lookin g ou t fo r an y 
irregularities. It has been said that party representatives at polling stations are the 'front line ' 
of democracy. Their vigilance is crucial to the integrity of the process. 

A significant illustration was the way in which party representatives, regardless of political 
affiliation, ofte n consulted together before raising any concern with a  Presiding Officer. The y 
adopted a  constructive approac h t o problems , avoidin g raisin g unwarrante d queries , an d 
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Before polling began, polling officials showed the empty ballot  boxes to party agents,  observers and voters. The boxes 
were then sealed 

Voting booths  were sometimes wooden frames covered  with plastic 
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Polling officials explain the voting process... they were very conscientious about their responsibilities 

were quic k t o admi t t o Observers tha t th e polling had bee n conducte d smoothl y an d ther e 
was no cause for complaint . They were assisted i n their task by the efficiency o f the polling 
staff an d the apparently goo d qualit y of the register which resulted i n few complaint s being 
raised. Th e monitor s wer e clearl y identifie d b y specia l badges provide d b y th e Electora l 
Commission. Very few complaints were made by party monitors to us. 

The absenc e o f antipath y betwee n part y representative s a t th e loca l leve l wa s a n 
encouraging sign that a culture of mutual tolerance has already taken root in Malawi society, 
a matter o f some significance i n developing democrati c processes. By and large , parties also 
respected the prohibition on campaigning 48 hours before the elections. 

Voters 

The voters did Malawi proud. Barring very few exceptions , they displayed the best qualitie s 
of orderliness , patienc e an d goo d humou r tha t coul d b e expecte d i n th e circumstances . 
Despite th e relatively comple x votin g procedure , th e voter s cope d wit h quie t dignit y eve n 

. when assistance was requested from polling officers. However, the inability of some voters to 
understand th e votin g procedure , probabl y becaus e o f th e relativel y shor t perio d fo r th e 
implementation o f th e vote r educatio n programme , resulte d i n a  few ballo t paper s bein g 
placed in the discard boxes rather than in the appropriate ballot boxes. Nevertheless, despite 
deficiencies i n the voter educatio n programm e an d instance s o f incorrec t voting procedure s 
being followed , th e voter s o f Malaw i demonstrate d a  clear awarenes s o f thei r democrati c 
duties and knowledge of voting procedures. 

Security Presence 

The deploymen t o f member s o f th e securit y force s wo n th e admiratio n o f man y o f ou r 
Observers. The police presence at polling stations was visible but discreet. There was scarcely 
any hint of intrusiveness by the police or other security personnel. The police were courteous 
and helpfu l i n th e mai n t o voter s an d als o played a  useful rol e i n maintaining queue s i n 
situations where overcrowding migh t have led to confusion a t some polling stations. Given 
the good mood and trust that prevailed, nobody felt intimidated by the security presence. 
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Security of the Ballot 

The voting procedure , layou t an d facilitie s al l served t o ensur e th e securit y o f th e ballot . W e 
received n o complaint s o f potentia l o r actua l breac h o f secrec y a t an y pollin g station . Th e 
voting booths had woode n frame s covere d wit h fabri c o r plastic and wer e quit e adequat e fo r 
polling purposes , providin g adequat e protectio n t o preserv e th e secrec y o f th e ballot . Th e 
siting o f th e booth s wa s particularl y importan t give n th e fac t tha t tw o ballotin g procedure s 
had t o be accommodated i n fairly confine d spaces , but agai n practical measures were applie d 
by polling staff t o ensure secrecy . 

There wa s n o evidenc e o f an y organise d irregularitie s o n pollin g day ; nor wer e ther e an y 
complaints of voter intimidation, fraud o r deliberate disenfranchisement . 

The Discard Box 

The employmen t o f a  discar d bo x place d i n th e voting booths fo r discarde d ballot s cause d a 
degree o f confusion , wit h som e voter s puttin g thei r seale d envelope s int o th e discar d bo x 
instead o f th e prope r ballo t box. Par t o f th e proble m aros e fro m th e fac t tha t th e discar d bo x 
had tw o aperture s whic h apparentl y le d som e voter s t o thin k tha t on e wa s mean t fo r th e 

envelope containin g th e ballo t 
paper . Som e pol l in g official s 
ant icipated o r reacte d t o thi s 
problem b y sealin g on e o f th e 
apertures of the discard box . 

The Count 

In mos t area s th e pol l close d 
promptly a t 6.0 0 p.m . Countin g 
was conducte d wit h procedura l 
care bein g exercised , th e Polling 
Station Officers'  Manual  bein g 
consulted a t successiv e steps . 
The countin g environmen t wa s 
generally peaceful , orderl y an d 
calm. Parliamentar y vote s wer e 
counted first  an d countin g of th e 
pres ident ia l ballot s followe d 
immediately thereafter . Pollin g 
staff als o counted th e number o f 
unused, spoil t and nul l and voi d 
bal lots i n orde r t o p rov id e a 
final reconciliation . Presidin g 
Officers wer e s c r upu lou s i n 
s h o w i n g pa r t y agent s ever y 
ballot opene d an d placin g the m 
in the right pile . 

The degre e o f illuminatio n a t 
counting centre s varie d an d i n 
some case s was inadequate . Th e 
Pres id ing Office r superv ise d 
destruction o f th e content s o f 
the discar d bo x before th e coun t 
commenced . Coun t in g a t 
s ta t ions wa s conduc te d i n 
s l ight ly differen t w a y s . Th e Discard papers were burnt with  some ceremony in Mbayani 
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Counting the votes in Mbayani 

Supporters gathered outside the counting stations cheered as the results were announced... note the 'V signs  for 
AFORD and the 'clasped hands' for the UDF 
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contents of the discard box were examined prior to burning and we noticed in some instances 
that ballots which had been wrongly placed in the discard box had been counted. Despite the 
problem of the discard box, the number of null and void ballots was insignificant a t less than 
2 per cent nationally. 

There were difficulties i n the process of the consolidation of results following the poll. This 
resulted fro m a  mix o f factor s includin g problem s i n transportatio n o f boxes fro m Pollin g 
Centre to Returning Officer, an d exhaustion of polling officials . 

An Illustration 

A striking example of the atmosphere on polling day was provided by the Polling Centre at 
Mbayani Ground , i n Blantyre Cit y West , which wa s a n exampl e o f th e determinatio n an d 
enterprise show n i n s o many area s t o mak e th e election s a  success . Mbayani i s a  densel y 
populated are a without a  building suitable for use as a polling station. When we visited th e 
chosen ground th e day before pollin g a  few stakes and som e tarpaulin la y on the grass and 
the Supervisor y Presidin g Office r an d som e o f hi s staf f wer e beginning t o build a  seven -
station centre for 7,000 voters. No materials had arrived . 

Yet when pollin g opene d jus t 43 minutes lat e th e nex t day , th e station s wer e properl y 
manned an d equipped , wit h thousand s o f voter s formin g seve n orderl y queues . When th e 
polls closed promptly at 6.00 p.m. all voting had been completed and boxes secured. Soon the 
discarded ballot s were being burned i n fron t o f a  wildly excite d crowd . Counting began in 
each station by the light of hurricane lamps, portable battery lamps, one or two candles and a 
solitary electri c bulb supplie d b y a  long lea d traile d acros s th e fiel d fro m a  well-wisher' s 
house. 

The crowd yelle d a s each vote was held hig h before bein g droppe d int o the appropriat e 
cardboard tray . The party monitor s crowde d roun d t o watch tha t ever y vot e was correctl y 
sorted. On e statio n wa s particularl y badl y li t an d a t on e poin t member s o f th e crow d 
protested to us that the vote counting was not transparent. The Supervisory Presiding Office r 
quickly rearranged the lighting and everyone was satisfied . 

One by on e eac h statio n announce d th e result s o f th e parliamentar y an d the n o f th e 
presidential poll s an d b y 9.0 0 p.m . th e wor k o n Mbayan i Groun d wa s complete d t o th e 
persistent cheer s and dancin g o f the crowd. Throughout th e noisy and sometime s confuse d 
proceedings, the Supervisory Presiding Officer remaine d calm, firm and on top of his task. 
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