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Prologue

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs, European Union and Cooperation has 
published the fourth edition of the «Practical Handbook for Short-Term Elec-
tion Observers». This edition includes new chapters and new, internationally 
established methodological developments and priorities regarding election 
observation, in response to the new challenges facing the construction and 
consolidation of democratic systems and societies. 

This updated Handbook seeks to provide future short-term election ob-
servers with the necessary tools to perform their duties with the utmost profes-
sionalism. It is also intended as a support for the training course for short-term 
election observers taught by the Human Rights Office of the Ministry of For-
eign Affairs, European Union and Cooperation in collaboration with Spain’s 
Diplomatic School. Said course will once again be imparted in 2022, after a 
10-year pause, once the approximately 600 observers trained between 2005 
and 2012 have had the opportunity of participating in at least one mission. 

The growing use of social media during campaigns has become a rel-
evant factor in shaping electors’ opinions. The new chapter on social media 
describes this new phenomenon which —albeit contributing to democratizing 
access to information— entails risks for democratic processes. 

Moreover, the new chapter on the observation of election technology 
addresses the growing use of technology in the administration of election 
processes in a vast majority of countries, and provides observers with tools 
to perform effective observation in an increasingly digitalized environment. 
These new chapters come in addition to those on types of election fraud, gen-
der and elections, the observation of media coverage, and security in election 
observation missions, which were already included in the previous edition.
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This edition of the Handbook also pays special attention to the core role 
of the recommendations stemming from the activities carried out by the Or-
ganization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE), the European 
Union (EU), and the Organization of American States (OAS) in promoting 
democratic processes. Following up on these recommendations has become 
a priority area of action for these regional organizations and their member 
States. This invaluable effort should be borne in mind at a time in which we 
are witnessing dangerous democratic reversals reflected, inter alia, in a worry-
ing erosion of the quality of democracy in many countries.

This Handbook and the training courses for short-term observers demon-
strate Spain’s commitment to supporting the construction of democracy and to 
promoting human rights and democratic values worldwide. This commitment 
is also reflected in Spain’s contribution to the efforts promoted by the OSCE, 
the EU and the OAS in the field of election observation; and in instruments 
such as the Memorandum of Understanding signed between what was then the 
State Secretariat for Foreign Affairs and the General Secretariat of the OAS, 
which enabled Spanish election observers to join the election observation mis-
sions of the OAS in Ibero-America, a priority region for Spain.

The wave of democratization that has swept through many countries 
since the mid-1980s has highlighted the profound wish of all societies to 
acquire and exercise their right to political participation, by means of free, 
competitive and transparent elections, understood as the real instrument of 
democratic transformation.

Supporting the organization of free and competitive elections continues 
to be a political priority and a moral imperative for Spain, not only because 
such elections contribute to the construction and consolidation of democracy, 
but also because it is an effective mechanism for the reconstruction of frac-
tured societies and constitutes a fundamental element of transitional justice. 
Election observation has thus come a valuable instrument of support and as-
sistance to democratization processes and an important element of conflict 
prevention and resolution.

With this Handbook, the Human Rights Office of the Ministry of For-
eign Affairs, European Union and Cooperation continues to make a modest 
contribution to the consolidation of democracy and the promotion of human 
rights, by providing an instrument to enhance the training of the people whose 
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participation in election observation tasks expresses their commitment to the 
values that underpin democracy, and their solidarity with societies quest for 
political emancipation. 

We are grateful for the invaluable collaboration of Aldara Collet 
Rodríguez-Viñes and Carlos Vegas González, authors, respectively, of the 
new chapters on «Social media observation» and «Election technology obser-
vation»; and for the work of Lluis Juan Rodríguez, Xabier Meilán and Víctor 
Pérez Sañudo, who contributed to the Handbook with their chapters on «Gen-
der and elections», «The observation of media coverage during elections», 
and «Security in election observation missions», respectively. 

Lastly, I would like to express our gratitude to and recognition of Isabel 
Menchón López, Head of Election Observation at the Human Rights Office, 
who is responsible for this Handbook and authored the chapter «Types of 
election fraud», without whose commitment and dedication it would not have 
been possible to update this Handbook. 

Fernando Fernández-Aguayo Muñoz
Director of the Human Rights Office
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 Electoral college General elections in Bolivia, 2019

A.	 WHY PUBLISH A FOURTH EDITION OF THE HANDBOOK?

The Human Rights Office has decided to publish the fourth edition of 
what was previously entitled the Practical Handbook for Short-Term Ob-
servers in response to the need to address the new strategic approaches and 
methodological developments that have arisen during the last eight years in 
the field of election observation. Moreover, we have complemented the three 
previous editions with new chapters that expand the information provided and 
reinforce the tools available not only to short-term observers but also to long-
term observers. These new elements will undoubtedly help election observers 
to perform their duties with professionalism, rigour and commitment.

B.	 WHY DOES IT HAVE 23 CHAPTERS?

In order to do their work successfully, and to be aware of their functions 
and tasks and the items to be observed, short-term observers must be famil-
iar with the principles, goals and methods of election observation, with the 
structure of an observation mission, with the functions of the Core Team and 
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its leaders, and with the role of long-term observers, as well as with the code 
of conduct for observers, the question of security in such missions, the mul-
tiple forms of fraud that may be encountered, the behaviour of the media and 
the participation of women in the electoral process, among other questions. 
Moreover, the information provided about the selection process for the vari-
ous members of a mission is a useful guide for those who wish to participate 
in the different activities of election observation.

Accordingly, the first chapter of this Handbook describes the growing 
importance of election observation over the last 25 years. The second chapter 
goes on to explain the legal basis underpinning election observation activity, 
while the third and fourth chapters, respectively, address the funding and the 
institutional structure of election observation. In chapter five, key questions 
concerning election observation (what is an election observation mission, what 
are its goals, what added value does it provide, what is meant by international 
standards, what are best practices for democratic elections, etc.) are examined. 
The sixth chapter presents the new approach taken to election observation, 
and the seventh describes other mission formats. The eighth chapter explains 
the structure of an election observation mission, while the ninth, tenth and 
eleventh chapters are dedicated, respectively, to the Core Team, long-term 
observers and short-term observers, detailing their functions, the aspects of 
the election process to be observed and the methods to be applied. The twelfth 
chapter addresses the code of conduct applicable to election observers. The 
selection processes for the various members of the missions are detailed in 
chapters 13, 14, 15 and 16, while chapter 17 explains how candidates are 
selected to participate in the courses organized by the Election Observation 
and Democracy Support project, to train observers and members of the Core 
Team. Finally, chapters 18, 19, 20, 21, 22 and 23, respectively, discuss issues 
related to election fraud, gender and elections, monitoring media coverage, 
observation of social media and of election technology, and security in mis-
sions.
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General elections in Kenya, 2017

I.	 INTRODUCTION

The expansion of election observation during the last 40 years is directly 
related to the global expansion of democratic practices. The current wave of 
democratization began in the 1980s in Ibero-America, and after the fall of the 
Berlin Wall it continued through the territories of the former Soviet Union and 
through parts of Africa and Asia. Thus, in recent history many countries have 
held their first multiparty elections, whether initiating a process of democratic 
transition or as an exit strategy to resolve a long-standing conflict. In the latter 
context, elections are a useful instrument for stabilizing deeply-divided socie-
ties, encouraging warring parties to renounce the dynamics of armed confron-
tation and to adopt, instead, the path of peaceful, democratic contest for power 
through political competition. The rapid expansion of election observation 
missions has highlighted their invaluable contribution to the promotion and 
consolidation of democracy and human rights.
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Elections, in themselves, are not equivalent to democracy, but without 
them a participatory, representative government cannot be established, be-
cause suffrage provides a mechanism for political participation by citizens. 
The fundamental purpose of elections is to legitimize power democratically, 
by reflecting the decision of the majority.

In other words, a democratic system can only be built if it includes, 
among other elements, free, competitive and fair elections, respect for human 
rights and fundamental freedoms, the separation of powers, the rule of law, 
transparency, the accountability of elected officials, good governance and a 
strong and structured civil society.

Elections can be viewed as a useful tool to overcome inter-societal con-
flict, channelling differences into the political sphere, and election observation 
helps ensure that conflicts continue to be addressed by peaceful means. By im-
partial judgement and by enhancing the transparency of the electoral process, 
election observation contributes to the promotion and protection of human 
rights, democracy and peace. The ultimate goal of election observation is to 
support and be present in countries in political transition or in a post-conflict 
situation, so that they may initiate and then consolidate their democratization. 
Election observation provides an objective, neutral assessment of the electoral 
process and expresses international, non-partisan solidarity with the demo-
cratic ambitions of countries and their societies.

The main regional international organizations currently engaged in elec-
tion observation are: the European Union (EU), the Organization for Security 
and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE), the Organization of American States 
(OAS) and the African Union (AU). In addition, there are international NGOs 
such as the Carter Center, the National Democratic Institute (NDI) and the 
International Republican Institute (IRI).

The United Nations was a pioneer and very active in the field of election 
observation after the Second World War, coinciding with processes of decol-
onization, but has since ceased to observe elections because this is incompat-
ible with the election assistance activities performed by the United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP). The OSCE and the EU have both invested 
considerable human and financial efforts in election observation during the 
last decade. From 2000 until mid-2022, the EU deployed about 200 election 
observation missions, while the OSCE conducted around 300 election obser-
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vation missions from 1996 until mid-2022, and the OAS has observed approx-
imately 300 electoral processes in Ibero-America and the Caribbean region 
since 1962.

The EU and the OSCE share the same methodological pillars, principles 
and guiding values that inform and underpin their activity in the field of elec-
tion observation. However, they differ in two noteworthy aspects.

First, there is a geographical division between the two organizations: the 
OSCE observes elections in its 57 participating States, while the EU does so 
in Africa, Asia, Latin America and the Middle East.

Second, while the EU observes elections only in emerging democracies 
or where democracy is being consolidated, the OSCE, through its Office for 
Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (ODIHR) is active both in fledg-
ling democracies and in countries where democracy is well established. In 
environments with consolidated democracies, ODIHR does not deploy a con-
ventional election observation mission with long- and short-term observers, 
but, rather, an Election Assessment Mission or an Election Expert Mission, 
made up of a limited team of election, legal and media analysts, inter alia 
(approximately 10 experts in the former case, and 3 to 5 experts in the latter). 
Both missions conduct an analysis of certain specific elements of the election 
system in question. This type of observation focuses on detecting deficiencies 
and weaknesses in always improvable election systems, such as: the legal 
framework, the use of new technologies in voting and counting processes, 
postal voting in which there is a risk that the secrecy of voting may be com-
promised, media scenarios that could jeopardize the fairness of the electoral 
competition, the poor implementation of the principle of the equality of votes, 
disparities in election legislation that could violate certain election rights, 
campaign funding, and the election dispute resolution system. These missions 
also enable the identification of good practices that could be transferable to 
other settings, hence their pedagogic added value. Therefore, together with 
the many election observations conducted by ODIHR in these past few years 
in emerging democracies, ODIHR also observed, among many other elections 
held in consolidated democracies, the legislative elections in Spain of 2004, 
2008, 2011, 2015 and 2019, the legislative elections in Germany of 2009, 
2013, 2017 and 2021, the general elections in the United Kingdom of 2005, 
2010, 2015, 2017 and 2019, and the presidential elections in France of 2007, 
2012 and 2017. In the case of the United States, since 2002 the OSCE has ob-
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served the successive congressional and presidential elections, by deploying 
Election Assessment Missions, Limited Election Observation Missions (with-
out deploying short-term observers), or Conventional Election Observation 
Missions (in the case of the presidential elections of 2016). 

All the preliminary assessments and final reports of the different election 
missions conducted by the OSCE can be found, by country, at: 

https://www.osce.org/odihr/elections
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General elections in Malawi, 2019

II.	 LEGAL BACKGROUND

1.	 In the EU

The legal basis for EU activity in the field of election observation is set 
out in the founding texts of the Union, which stipulate the principles and val-
ues that inspired its creation. The regulatory body of the Treaty on European 
Union contains the following articles of relevance to our concerns:

	— Article 2, which defines democracy, freedom, equality, the rule of law 
and respect for human rights as core values and guiding principles of 
the EU.

	— Article 21, which provides that EU external action shall seek to promote 
peace, democracy, the rule of law, sustainable development and respect 
for human rights.
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To strengthen the coherence of its external action with these principles, 
the EU introduced a democracy clause into its cooperation agreements with 
third countries, known as the Cotonou agreements (2000 and 2004), linking 
development aid to respect for human rights and to achievements in democ-
ratization. EU election observation has proven to be an effective measure of 
a country’s willingness to further its democratization, and has become one 
of the most visible instruments of EU external action to promote democra-
cy. Thus, invoking this «democracy clause», the European Commission has 
suspended cooperation and development projects with government partners 
when the corresponding EU election observation mission has determined that 
the election process observed did not comply with most international stand-
ards for democratic elections and therefore did not allow the popular will to 
be reflected.

Commission Communication COM (2000) 191 is the EU’s principal ref-
erence document on election observation. This Communication sets out the 
guiding principles of EU policy in this field, defining the objectives, the man-
date and the fundamental methodology of election observation. Moreover, 
this Communication marked a turning point with respect to previous actions 
by the EU in this area, which were characterized by the short-term nature of 
the observations, the absence of a standardized methodology and by the use of 
ad hoc financing. Henceforth, election observation was provided with a stable 
financial instrument. Finally, the Communication emphasized the importance 
of constant interaction between observation and electoral assistance and of 
promoting their complementarity in order to improve the effectiveness of both 
activities.

2.	 In the OSCE

The representatives of the participating States at the Conference on Se-
curity and Cooperation in Europe held in Copenhagen in June 1990 adopted 
a document which specified the reference framework for election observation 
in the OSCE area. In this document (1990 Copenhagen Document, article 8), 
the participating States undertook the political commitment to invite ODIHR 
to observe their elections in order to reinforce the transparency of this pro-
cess. This commitment was further supported at the Istanbul Summit in 1999, 
where the participating States committed themselves to follow up on the elec-
tion assessment reports submitted by ODIHR.
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3.	 In the OAS

The legal basis for election observation missions to be conducted by the 
Organization of American States is expressed in the founding charter of the 
OAS in 1948, where article 2 b) states that one of the essential purposes of the 
Organization is to «promote and consolidate representative democracy, with 
due respect for the principle of nonintervention». In 1959, the member States 
adopted the Declaration of Santiago, which renewed their commitment to rep-
resentative democracy and which defined the holding of democratic elections 
as one of the eight pre-requisites for an effective system of representative 
democracy. In consequence, three years later, and at the request of the Inter-
im Government of the Dominican Republic, the OAS deployed a technical 
assistance mission to recommend reforms that would contribute to the holding 
of democratic elections. This mission can be considered the first instance of 
an election observation mission conducted by the OAS. In 1989, OAS Res-
olution 991 on human rights and election observation consolidated election 
observation by OAS agencies as a fundamental instrument for consolidating 
the electoral process. This Resolution stated that at the request of a Member 
State, the OAS should send a delegation of international election observers 
to monitor and assess the procedures and processes of an election. Thus, the 
deployment of election observation missions was systematized, although at 
first the missions focused mainly on election day. Reflecting the evolution 
toward a more comprehensive concept of democracy, the Inter-American 
Democratic Charter of 2001, which together with other legal instruments of 
the Inter-American system recognizes various rights related to electoral pro-
cesses, defined election observation missions as long-term endeavours and 
highlighted (in Chapter 5) their contribution as an instrument supporting and 
promoting democracy in the region.
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Presidential elections in Ukraine, 2019

III.	 FUNDING FOR ELECTION OBSERVATION 
MISSIONS 

1.	 In the EU

Since 2021, the European Union missions have been funded by the Neigh-
bourhood, Development and International Cooperation Instrument - Global 
Europe (NDICI-Global Europe). This new multiannual financial instrument 
negotiated between the European Commission, the European Parliament and 
the Council was established in Regulation (EU) 2021/947 of the European 
Parliament and of the Council of 9 June 2021 with the aim of designing, in a 
coherent manner, the EU’s cooperation with third countries, effectively pro-
moting the EU’s values, principles and interests worldwide. 

With a total budget of approximately €79 billion for 2021-2027, said 
instrument has three pillars, which include actions in the regional, thematic 
and rapid response spheres. 
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The thematic programmes fund actions relating to the Sustainable De-
velopment Goals (SDGs) at a global level, focusing, inter alia, on the spheres 
of human rights, democracy and civil society. Under the thematic pillar, said 
multiannual instrument has an allocation of approximately €2 billion for the 
promotion and protection of human rights and democracy worldwide. 

The Regulation of said Instrument sets forth that election observation ac-
tivities shall be assigned a maximum of 25% of the total budget for the period 
considered. This allocation provides for an annual budget of approximately 
€45 million to fund election observation activities, a budget that is slightly 
higher than that of past years, reflecting the importance that the EU attrib-
utes to election observation activities as a means of contributing toward con-
solidating democracy all over the world. This financial instrument furnishes 
election observation with budget stability and predictability, thus facilitating 
planning in the field of election observation.

2.	 In the OSCE

The deployment of election observers, in long or short-duration mis-
sions, is funded in its entirety by the States that choose to participate in an 
election observation mission (EOM) of the OSCE. Each participating State 
bears the costs of deploying its own election observers. The level of partici-
pation by these States in a particular OSCE EOM often depends on their po-
litical interest in doing so and on their budgetary resources. This creates some 
uncertainty in the programming of missions by ODIHR, which on occasion 
has been forced to cancel a scheduled limited election observation mission 
(LEOM) when the participating States did not respond as expected (in LE-
OMs, short-duration election observers are not deployed). The deployment 
of the Core Team, composed of experts and analysts, is financed from the 
OSCE budget. The members of the Core Team are directly selected by the 
corresponding electoral department of the OSCE’s ODIHR.

3.	 In the OAS

The OAS does not currently have any instruments allowing it to finance 
the deployment of scheduled EOMs, and so in each such case the financial 
resources needed for deployment must be requested of the Member States, 
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Observer States and other donors. Spain contributes to the funding of these 
EOMs, through the Spanish Fund for the OAS, a financial instrument created 
in 2006 by the Spanish Agency for International Development Cooperation 
(AECID) to channel cooperation funds to this Organization in order to im-
prove the governance of Latin American and Caribbean countries. The format 
and size of the EOM depend ultimately on the resources obtained, and this 
limitation can complicate the programming of missions.
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General elections in Kenya, 2017

IV.	 ELECTION OBSERVATION WITHIN THE 
INSTITUTIONAL FRAMEWORK

1.	 In the EU

As a result of the institutional changes brought about by the entry into 
force of the Treaty of Lisbon, EOMs became the direct responsibility of the 
High Representative of the European External Action Service (EEAS), which 
reflects the priority awarded to election observation as an instrument of EU 
external policy on the promotion of democracy. The responsibility for pro-
gramming missions and for related political aspects was assigned to the De-
mocracy and Electoral Observation Division of the EEAS. In addition, a new 
resource, the Service for Foreign Policy Instruments (FPI), was created within 
the Commission, reporting directly to the High Representative. This Service 
is responsible for the operational, logistical and security aspects of EOMs 
and for the final selection of election observers from among the candidates 
proposed by each Member State.
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2.	 In the OSCE

The Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (ODIHR) is 
the specialized institution within the OSCE dealing with issues related to elec-
tions, human rights and democratization. Its organizational structure reflects 
the different policy areas that comprise its mandate. It has an election depart-
ment that is responsible for organizing EOMs —providing the legal and tech-
nical assistance required— and for promoting and assisting domestic elec-
toral observer organizations throughout the OSCE region. The departments 
of Democratization, Human Rights, Tolerance and Non-Discrimination, and 
the Contact Point for Roma and Sinti Issues complete its organizational struc-
ture. The Director of ODIHR is appointed by the Chairperson-in-Office of the 
OSCE, at the proposal of the participating States and following the principle 
of consensus.

3.	 In the OAS

The mission of the Department of Electoral Cooperation and Observa-
tion (DECO) is to assist in consolidating and maintaining democratic political 
and electoral systems and in conducting transparent, legitimate and credible 
elections in the countries of the region. This unit is attached to the Secretari-
at for Political Affairs, which was created in mid-2005 to provide assistance 
and support to Member States to strengthen their democratic institutions and 
processes.

The DECO fulfils its mandate through three specialized sections:

•	 The electoral observation section, which is responsible for the or-
ganization, implementation and monitoring of all the EOMs con-
ducted by the Organization.

•	 The electoral cooperation section, which is the main instrument of 
electoral cooperation and assistance, and is responsible for promot-
ing and strengthening electoral institutions and processes in the re-
gion.

•	 The electoral studies section, which carries out applied research 
and identifies best practices and/or international standards related 
to democratic elections.
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General elections in Lebanon, 2022

V.	 KEY QUESTIONS ABOUT ELECTION 
OBSERVATION

1.	 What is an election observation mission?

An EOM performs an in-depth analysis of the various stages of the elec-
toral process, in the context of the electoral cycle, and provides an impartial, 
independent and professional evaluation. Fundamentally, an EOM assesses 
the quality of an electoral process and how closely it complies with interna-
tional standards for democratic elections, good practices and domestic law. 
Therefore, the most important products of an EOM are the preliminary state-
ment and the final report, which evaluate the quality of the electoral process 
and propose a set of recommendations to improve diverse aspects, processes 
and institutions involved in the election process.
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An EOM is deployed only at the invitation of a country, exercising its 
sovereignty. The mandate of the observer is to observe and report, whilst 
maintaining strict independence, impartiality and professionalism. In no way 
may the observer interfere in the electoral process. In this respect, the role of 
observation differs from that of supervision, where the international commu-
nity undertakes the management of the electoral process. This was the case 
in Bosnia, Kosovo and Timor-Leste, where elections were supervised by the 
United Nations and the OSCE while these countries were under the tutelage 
of the international community.

2.	 What are the aims of an election observation mission?

The aim of an EOM is to contribute to:

A.	 The construction and consolidation of democratic systems, with the pro-
vision of recommendations to enhance future elections.

B.	 Reducing levels of fraud, bad practice and intimidation. The presence 
of an EOM has a dissuasive effect on the possible commission of fraud 
because the parties involved in the election wish to receive the stamp of 
internal and international legitimacy that is provided by a positive EOM 
assessment.

C.	 Strengthening the transparency of the electoral process, thus increasing 
the confidence of voters, who view the EOM as an important guarantor 
of election transparency.

D.	 D. Promoting the acceptance of results by all parties, and thus forestall-
ing the tension and violence that may arise during the post-election pe-
riod, thanks to the general perception of the EOM as an impartial, inde-
pendent, rigorous and professional body.

E.	 Strengthening respect for human rights, as an election in itself is a cele-
bration of human rights.

F.	 Strengthening the legitimacy of the authorities emerging from a trans-
parent electoral process, this being an essential element in the process of 
stabilization and reconstruction after a conflict ends.
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3.	 What is the added value of an election observation mission?

A.	 An EOM informs domestic and international public opinion of the quali-
ty of an electoral process, and thus performs an essential testimonial role 
which in some cases has constituted a factor promoting change, and in 
others has helped to strengthen domestic and international mechanisms 
favouring the democratic process.

B.	 This essential testimonial role, moreover, has the outstanding merit of 
establishing a price to be paid for fraud, namely the loss of internal and 
international legitimacy, with the major problems this could produce in 
terms of national governability and international dialogue.

C.	 An EOM provides factual, reliable and accurate information, thereby ful-
filling the sole function that justifies and confers prestige on the mission: 
to act as an instrument of rigorous, impartial and independent analysis, 
one that is available to all of the national and international actors in-
volved in constructing a democratic system.

4.	 What is understood by international standards and good 
practice for democratic elections?

Above all else, international standards for democratic elections represent 
objective, internationally recognized criteria for evaluating the quality of an 
electoral process.

Specifically, they refer to the general principles enshrined in universal 
and regional treaties on human rights (political rights and fundamental free-
doms) that are binding upon the countries that have ratified them. They also 
include the observations and clarifications issued by the treaty bodies that 
provide an authorized interpretation of specific provisions of the correspond-
ing treaties. 1 

1	 Especially relevant for elections are General Comment No. 25 (1996) on article 25 of the 
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) (the right to take part in the 
conduct of public affairs and to vote); General Comment No. 31 (2004) on the nature of the 
general legal obligation imposed on the States Parties to the Covenant; General Comment 
No. 34 (2011) on article 19 (freedoms of opinion and expression); and General Recom-
mendation No. 23 on Political and Public Life (1997) adopted by the Committee on the 
Elimination of Discrimination against Women.
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Similarly, the decisions issued by the legal instruments of regional human 
rights treaties (for example, the Inter-American Commission and Court of Hu-
man Rights, the European Court of Human Rights, and the African Commis-
sion and Court on Human and Peoples’ Rights), as part of the case-law of the 
international human rights system, contribute to moulding the dynamic corpus 
of international standards for democratic elections. 

Moreover, international standards for democratic elections also stem 
from the declarations and resolutions approved under the auspices of the Unit-
ed Nations. 2 

Once these standards have been ratified by a country, its government 
is obliged to observe them and ensure their implementation. Thus, election 
observation can be defined as the activity that is limited to verifying a State’s 
degree of compliance with its international and regional obligations regard-
ing democratic elections and the presence of these obligations in domestic 
law. Therefore, election observation cannot be considered as interference in a 
country’s internal affairs.

The main universal and regional human rights instruments enshrining 
the rights and freedoms associated with democratic elections include the UN 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948), the International Covenant on 
Civil and Political Rights (1966), the American Convention on Human Rights 
(1969), the Inter-American Democratic Charter (2001), the African Charter 
on Human and Peoples’ Rights (1981), the Arab Charter on Human Rights 
(2004), the European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and 
Fundamental Freedoms, of the Council of Europe, and the Treaty on Euro-
pean Union and the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union. 
In addition to these instruments of international law, under article 7 of the 
Copenhagen Document (1990), the OSCE participating States undertake to 
guarantee democratic elections.

2	 Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948); General Assembly Resolution (A/
RES/46/137) (1991) on Enhancing the Effectiveness of the Principle of Periodic and Gen-
uine Elections; the Inter-American Democratic Charter; the OAU/AU Declaration on the 
Principles Governing Democratic Elections in Africa (AHG/Decl. 1 (XXXVIII)) (2002); 
and the commitments entered into by a set of countries, such as the Copenhagen Declara-
tion of the OSCE Parliamentary Assembly (1990) and the OSCE Istanbul Summit Declara-
tion (1999).
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The Universal Declaration of Human Rights of 1948 defines the right 
of all citizens to participate in the election of a representative government as 
a human right. Article 21 of this document stipulates a series of rights that 
States are obliged to maintain and preserve in order to ensure the existence of 
democratic elections. In this article, the universal right to genuine elections is 
stated as follows: «Everyone has the right to take part in the government of 
his country, directly or through freely chosen representatives… The will of 
the people shall be the basis of the authority of government; this will shall be 
expressed in periodic and genuine elections which shall be by universal and 
equal suffrage and shall be held by secret vote or by equivalent free voting 
procedures.»

Articles 19 and 20 of the Declaration state that everyone is entitled to 
the full enjoyment of the fundamental freedoms of expression, association, 
assembly and movement, as a necessary element for democratic elections to 
be held.

The essential elements of the right to political participation are set forth 
in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) and the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR). Even though the UDHR 
was especially significant in the development of political participation as a 
universally recognized human right, the International Covenant on Civil and 
Political Rights details and codifies the human rights associated with political 
participation. 

Said public international law treaty expands the right to participation and 
describes in detail the requirements associated with election processes, which 
constitute a key element of this right. Thus, it sets forth that «Every citizen 
shall have the right and the opportunity, without any of the distinctions men-
tioned in article 2 and without unreasonable restrictions: (a) To take part in the 
conduct of public affairs, directly or through freely chosen representatives; 
(b) To vote and to be elected at genuine periodic elections which shall be by 
universal and equal suffrage and shall be held by secret ballot, guaranteeing 
the free expression of the will of the electors; (c) To have access, on general 
terms of equality, to public service in his country.» 

Both the UDHR and the ICCPR recognize that political participation, 
both by voters and by candidates, is linked to other essential human rights 
without which the right to political participation cannot be effectively guaran-
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teed. Therefore, both universal instruments set forth that only through the full 
exercise of the fundamental freedoms of opinion and expression, of peaceful 
assembly and of association, of movement, and the right to non-discrimina-
tion and to an effective remedy, can the conditions be in place for holding 
democratic elections (articles 2, 3, 13, 19 and 20 of the UDHR, and articles 2, 
3 12, 19, 20, 21 and 22 of the ICCPR). 

In addition to the two aforementioned universal human rights instru-
ments, also especially significant are other universal human rights treaties 3 
that guarantee the protection of essential rights and freedoms for the holding 
of democratic elections, which provide supplementary standards to guarantee 
the utmost democratic quality of election processes. 

Good practices for democratic elections can be defined as electoral prac-
tices which in view of their widespread international use can be regarded as 
facilitators of opportunities for democratic elections. Said good practices for 
democratic elections are not legally binding. They are included in documents 
that do not create legislation, but, rather, provide indications on how to comply 
with legislation by offering examples of practices that can help States comply 
with their obligations with regard to guaranteeing democratic elections. One 
of the most widely used good practice reference guides is, for example, the 
«Code of Good Practice in Electoral Matters» (2002) by the European Com-
mission for Democracy through Law, better known as the Venice Commis-
sion, the Council of Europe’s advisory body on constitutional matters, made 
up of independent experts designated by its 61 member States. The Venice 
Commission has established an extensive body of good practices in other 
reference documents related to election processes, such as the «Guidelines 
and Report on the Financing of Political Parties (2001)»; the «Code of Good 
Practice in the field of Political Parties (2008)»; and the «Joint Guidelines for 
Preventing and Responding to the Misuse of Administrative Resources during 
Electoral Processes (2016)».

3	 These treaties include the following: the International Convention on the Elimination of 
All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD) (1966)1; the Convention on the Elimination 
of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) (1979); the Convention on the 
Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) (2006). In addition, certain provisions of the 
United Nations Convention Against Corruption (UNCAC) (2003) must also be taken into 
account because they are relevant to election processes, especially as regards transparency 
and political funding. 
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The vast collection of good practices includes, but is not limited to:

	— The fairness of the election process, i.e., the guarantee that the same con-
ditions are applied to all candidates in the election process. Specifical-
ly, there must be equitable access for all parties and candidates to State 
resources, including the State-controlled media. Candidates and parties 
must compete on the basis of equal and impartial treatment under the law 
and the authorities. 

	— Transparency in the election process. 

	— The impartiality, neutrality, independence and effectiveness of the Elec-
tion Administration. 

	— Balanced coverage of the election campaign. 

	— An informed vote, ensured by means of voter education campaigns. 

	— Campaigning and voting that are free from violence and intimidation.

	— No changes to the essential elements of the election system within at 
least one year before the elections are held.

5.	 What are the international standards for democratic 
elections?

The election observation mission shall therefore assess the quality of an 
electoral process pursuant to domestic law, best practices and the following 
international standards for democratic elections:

A.	 Universal suffrage. This is the principle that all citizens with voting 
rights should be able to vote. This right should be defined as widely as 
possible. No restrictions should be imposed on the basis of gender, race, 
ideology or religion. Any restrictions on the civil and political rights of 
citizens convicted of a crime should be proportional to the offence, and 
voting rights should be re-established once the sentence has been served.

The right of universal suffrage requires a census registration process that 
is effective, impartial, non-discriminatory and reliable. In some cases, 
census registration (in a context of active registration to vote) may be 
used to exclude sectors of the population, such as minorities or oppo-
sition strongholds, by means of the legal framework applied or in the 
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application of the law, through subtle strategies of exclusion. A census 
with such levels of imperfection will distort the election results, and vi-
olates the right to universal suffrage. Compilation of the electoral roll is 
an essential phase of the election cycle and will be subject to scrutiny by 
the observation mission.

B.	 The right to stand for election. As with the right to vote, this right should 
be defined as widely as possible, with no restrictions on gender, race, 
ideology or religion. The process by which candidates and parties are 
registered to participate may also be used to exclude candidates and par-
ties from the race through subtle strategies of exclusion, such as the ob-
ligation to deposit large amounts of money, to collect large numbers of 
signatures in support of a candidacy or to pass difficult language tests. 
All of these requirements could discriminate against smaller parties and 
minority representatives. Plurality of the options offered should be guar-
anteed, and the free exercise of this right helps to ensure the plural nature 
of elections.

C.	 Unrestricted suffrage. If elections are to be genuine, all citizens must 
enjoy their fundamental rights of freedom of expression, association, 
assembly and movement. Voters must be able to express their political 
choice free of violence, intimidation or undue interference. Moreover, 
election freedom must not be distorted by the existence of large differ-
ences in campaign financing or by unequal access to public resources.

D.	 Equal suffrage. This right means, firstly, that all voters should have an 
equal number of votes, in compliance with the principle of ‘one person, 
one vote’. Furthermore, it requires that each vote should have the same 
value, implying that factors such as the drawing of constituency lines or 
the system by which seats are allocated should not distort the principle of 
equal suffrage. Accordingly, under a system of proportional representa-
tion, the number of representatives for each constituency should be pro-
portional to the electorate. Under a system of majority representation, 
the populations of the constituencies should be approximately equal, al-
though a difference of up to 10% is acceptable.

E.	 Secret ballot. Voters must be guaranteed the possibility of freely express-
ing their choice in the privacy of a secure voting booth, or via equivalent 
procedures to safeguard the secrecy of the vote and, moreover, they must 
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be informed that the right to exercise their vote in secret is guaranteed. 
In intimidating environments or in conditions of extreme poverty, vote 
buying is widespread, and therefore ensuring the secrecy of the vote is 
essential so that voters can freely express their will. This safeguard coun-
teracts the distorting effects of vote buying, through which people are de-
prived of the control of their vote. Poverty, illiteracy and intimidation are 
factors that distort the free expression of political will and contaminate 
the electoral process. Moreover, family voting often jeopardizes wom-
en’s freedom to vote. The protection of vote secrecy and well-informed 
voting mitigates the impact of these factors on the freedom to vote.

F.	 Effective legal remedy. This right means that voters and candidates 
should be guaranteed effective access to the appeal system. It also means 
that decisions should be fair and prompt, in order to enable the effec-
tive restitution of any breach of candidates’, parties’ and voters’ electoral 
rights.

G.	 The right to a fair count. The votes cast must be properly counted, with-
out manipulation or falsification, and the results announced must accu-
rately reflect the freely expressed popular will. Furthermore, the elected 
representatives must be allowed to take up their positions. The rights of 
women candidates who are elected are thus reinforced, since in some 
contexts winning candidates are pressured to give up the office to which 
they have been elected.

H.	 Periodic elections. By law, elections should be held at regular intervals 
(every 4 or 5 years), in order to ensure that the legitimacy of the govern-
ment is based on the will of the electorate, and in accordance with the 
principle that elected representatives should be accountable for the exer-
cise of the powers delegated to them. Clear procedures for the electoral 
process should be established.

6.	 What are the essential elements that comprise  
democratic elections?

A.	 Free elections. The electors’ wishes should be freely formed and ex-
pressed. Accordingly, their fundamental freedoms must be preserved, 
including vote secrecy and the availability of necessary information.
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B.	 Competitive elections. There must be a plurality of options and a fair 
electoral process, including equal suffrage.

C.	 Inclusive elections. All those with the right to vote must be included in 
the census and be able to exercise their right to vote, thus guaranteeing 
universal suffrage.

D.	 Transparent elections. The final results reported must accurately reflect 
the will of the electorate.

7.	 What types of methods are employed in election  
observation missions?

An election is the culmination of a process that is conducted over a pe-
riod of time. Therefore, the EU and the OSCE, as well as other internation-
al organizations, have developed a long-term methodology for EOMs. This 
means that a mission is not limited to observing the single event of voting 
and counting; in addition, the observers perform a rigorous, thorough anal-
ysis of the various stages of the electoral process, including the pre-election 
campaigning (which must be fair, free and plural), the quality of the census, 
the registration of candidates, the conduct of the election administration and 
of other authorities, the behaviour of the media, the legal framework, the so-
cio-political context, voting, counting, compilation of the results, the imme-
diate post-election phase, attention to electoral disputes and appeals and the 
announcement of the results.

8.	 What is the purpose of an exploratory election mission?

Before undertaking any commitment to observe an election, the EU will 
deploy an Exploratory Mission (ExM) to determine the appropriateness of 
sending an EOM, thus avoiding the possibility that it may be used to legit-
imize a fraudulent process. The Needs Assessment Missions (NAMs) of the 
OSCE have the same purpose as EU Exploratory Missions.

Exploratory Missions are composed of a small group of electoral, legal, 
logistics and security experts who are deployed about four months before an 
election is held. Their task is to evaluate whether the EOM is advisable, use-
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ful and feasible, and to recommend for or against its deployment, and where 
appropriate, the format and size of the EOM.

An Exploratory Mission, therefore, must determine whether an EOM is:

A.	 Advisable. Are the minimum conditions met for democratic elections? In 
other words, does the legal framework guarantee the fundamental rights 
and freedoms, universal suffrage, acceptable levels of voter and candi-
date registration, so that competitive elections with a plurality of candi-
dacies can be held?

B.	 Useful. According to those involved in the electoral process, would an 
EOM contribute added value? Specifically, would the mission contribute 
to reinforcing the transparency of the electoral process and the confi-
dence of the electorate, parties, candidates and other actors, to prevent 
conflicts and, if necessary, to facilitate acceptance of the election results?

C.	 Feasible. Do security conditions and the logistics in the field allow 
the deployment of an EOM? The freedom of movement of observers, 
throughout the country, and their access to all actors, during all phases of 
the electoral process, must be guaranteed.

9.	 How are election observation priorities determined?

9. A.  In the OSCE

In the Copenhagen Document of 1990, the 57 participating States in the 
OSCE made the political commitment to invite ODIHR to observe their elec-
tions. Thus, if the corresponding Needs Assessment Mission (NAM) recom-
mends the deployment of a mission to observe a particular electoral process, 
and after receiving a formal invitation to do so from the participating State, 
ODIHR will inform all participating States of this EOM, with a format to be 
determined according to the NAM report. In turn, the NAM determines the 
format and size of an EOM according to the country’s needs in this respect, 
which are closely linked to the country’s degree of development. The NAM 
may recommend a conventional long and short-duration EOM or a Limited 
EOM, in which only long-term observers are deployed, as was the case in the 
parliamentary elections of 2020 in Montenegro. The NAM may also recom-
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mend sending an Electoral Assessment Mission (EAM) or an Election Expert 
Team (EET), both of which comprise small teams of experts who are normally 
deployed to consolidated democracies (France, United Kingdom, Italy, Ger-
many, Portugal, Czech Republic, Slovenia, Canada, etc.). For example, as re-
gards Spain, ODIHR has deployed an EAM to observe Spanish parliamentary 
elections since 2004.

The final reports of the respective Missions to Spain’s parliamentary 
elections of 2015 and 2018 can be found at:

https://www.osce.org/odihr/elections/spain/224411

https://www.osce.org/odihr/elections/spain/425336 

9. B.  In the EU

The decision to observe an election is in itself a political decision, re-
flecting the EU’s interest in supporting the democratic process in a particular 
country.

Europe receives more requests for EOMs than it can address, especially 
from countries in receipt of development aid or that wish to acquire the stamp 
of democratic legitimacy that is provided by a positive assessment of their 
electoral process.

Faced with this growing demand, and in view of its limited financial 
resources, the EU can only select a limited number of elections to observe. To 
this end, the Democracy and Election Observation Division of the European 
External Action Service (EEAS), after consultation with the Commission’s 
geographic units, the Heads of Delegation, the Council’s corresponding pol-
icy unit and the corresponding unit of the European Parliament, will draw 
up a preliminary list of countries whose elections are considered a priority 
for observation (List A), together with a reserve list (List B), where elections 
will be observed if those included in List A cannot be observed, for whatever 
reason (for example, if no invitation is made, or if the elections are not held).

In establishing its priorities, the EEAS employs a strategic approach 
combining the following criteria:
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	— The degree of linkage between the EU and the country in question, em-
bodied in the presence or involvement of the EU through its development 
aid policy. The aim is to enhance the coherence of EU policies on the pro-
motion of democracy and human rights by attaching certain conditions 
in this respect to development aid, under the premise that democracy 
and development are mutually reinforcing. Therefore, the EU prefers to 
deploy EOMs to countries with which it has strong development-related 
links.

	— Potential contribution of election observation to the country’s processes 
of democratization and of political stabilization. In a scenario of con-
tested elections and distrust among the actors in the electoral process, an 
EOM can play a key role in promoting the acceptance of the results by 
the actors involved.

	— Consistency with EU initiatives in crisis prevention and management. 
In the priority list, preference will be given to the inclusion of countries 
where the EU is active in crisis management initiatives, such as DRC, 
Mali, Madagascar and Côte d’Ivoire.

	— Geographic balance. Efforts will made to maintain a certain degree of 
balance between the different geographical areas.

	— Availability of resources. The EU has an annual budget of approximately 
45 million euros with which it seeks to deploy 7-10 EOMs each year, to-
gether with other kinds of mission that have been becoming consolidated 
since 2012, namely Election Follow-up Missions (EFMs) and Election 
Expert Missions (EEMs).

Once the two lists of possible elections to be observed have been drawn 
up, the EEAS will present them for discussion to the Member States rep-
resented on the Political and Security Committee. This discussion will help 
determine the priority countries for an EOM, taking into account the interests 
of the EU as a whole and those of its Member States. The latter, depending 
on their historical, economic and geostrategic interests and their own need to 
support the democratic process, will strive to ensure the presence of certain 
countries within the priority group.
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The final decision to deploy an EOM corresponds to the High Represent-
ative, whose decision will also take into consideration the recommendations 
of the Exploratory Mission.

After deciding to send an EOM, the EU will sign a Memorandum of 
Understanding with the authorities of the country concerned, setting out the 
obligations of both parties, together with the mandate and objectives of the 
EOM. Among other obligations, the host country must undertake to ensure the 
security of those involved in the Mission and allow them unrestricted access 
to all actors in the electoral process. For its part, the EOM undertakes to re-
spect the country’s laws and not to interfere in the electoral process.

Once an EOM has been deployed, it is independent of all other EU insti-
tutions and of the Member States.

9. C.  In the OAS

In accordance with the principle of non-intervention, none of the legal 
instruments of the Inter-American system establishes a standing invitation to 
the OAS to observe the electoral processes of its Member States. Such a task 
may only be carried out at the request of the Member State concerned, in the 
exercise of its sovereignty. Therefore, fulfilling its mandate, the Department 
for Cooperation and Electoral Observation will respond positively to all re-
quests for electoral observation made by OAS Member States. The size and 
format of the mission will depend largely on the volume of funds provided by 
donor States for each mission. To date, the OAS has carried out EOMs in 27 
of its 35 Member States.
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Presidential elections, second round, in Colombia, 2022

VI.	 CONSOLIDATION OF THE CORE ROLE OF THE 
RECOMMENDATIONS 

1.	 In the EU 

1. A.  The recommendations

During 2012 and 2013, a new approach to election observation became 
consolidated within the EU, acknowledging the core role of EOM recommen-
dations in promoting legal and technical reforms to enhance electoral pro-
cesses. In many cases, these reforms have notably strengthened democratic 
practices, processes and institutions.

It should also be noted that EOM recommendations constitute a valuable 
working tool available to the EU and other organizations, enabling them to 
design more effective strategies of electoral support and cooperation, geared 
to the country’s real needs. Hence, recognizing the need to promote the imple-
mentation of these recommendations in order to improve the electoral process, 
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the EU has increasingly integrated the follow-up of these recommendations 
into its political dialogues with third countries.

In fact, the public presentation of the final EOM report by the Head of 
Mission in the host nation’s capital one month after the elections reflects the 
intention of giving greater visibility to EOM recommendations and of encour-
aging their adoption.

1. B.  EU Follow-up Missions

1. B. a.  Background

In accordance with this new approach, in early 2013 a new type of mis-
sion, called a Follow-up Mission (EFM) was launched with the intention of 
promoting the effective implementation of EOM recommendations and thus 
placing election observation in the context of a broader and more effective 
democracy-building exercise. The successive Action Plans on Human Rights 
and Democracy have reiterated the importance of promoting the application 
of the recommendations stemming from EOMs and from EEMs to improve 
election processes. Said recommendations are, therefore, considered an essen-
tial element to enhance democracy in partner countries. The added value of 
EFMs in assessing the implementation status of recommendations is clearly 
reflected in the consolidation of this type of Mission. In fact, over these past 
five years there has been a marked increase in the number of EFMs deployed, 
as reflected in the figures for 2019 and the forecasts for 2022. Indeed, whereas 
seven EFMs were deployed in 2019 (in El Salvador, Ghana, Gambia, Hon-
duras, Myanmar, Paraguay and Zambia), the EU seeks to send a total of nine 
EFMs in 2022 (to Nigeria, Malawi, Ghana, Bolivia, Guyana, Senegal, Zim-
babwe, Madagascar and Mozambique). Therefore, the impact of EOMs on 
democratic consolidation processes is strengthened by this type of Mission, 
whose aim is to assess the implementation status of the recommendations and 
to tighten the link between the work of the EU’s EOMs and that of the techni-
cal assistance teams supporting election reforms. 

1. B. b.  Goals

	— To effectively monitor EOM recommendations and thus facilitate their 
implementation.
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	— To support the host country in the effective implementation of EOM rec-
ommendations, making it possible to obtain a more accurate assessment 
of the difficulties faced so that the necessary reforms can be promot-
ed, thus enhancing electoral processes and identifying the country’s real 
needs in this respect.

	— To provide the necessary mediation between institutional partners to ad-
vance the reforms suggested in the recommendations and to unblock po-
tential situations of impasse.

	— To better define the format of a mission in the next phase of the electoral 
cycle, in terms of the willingness shown by the authorities to implement 
the EOM recommendations and of the country’s requirements in this re-
spect. Thus, if after the second or third elections observed it is reported 
that most of the recommendations have not been taken into account by 
the relevant stakeholders, doubts will be raised as to the usefulness of de-
ploying an EOM in a country where the partners are unwilling to enhance 
the democratic process.

1. B. c.  Methods

The EU’s EFMs are usually made up of two or three election experts, and 
a Head of Mission. 

In principle, halfway through the electoral cycle, two years after the pre-
vious election, an EFM will be deployed, composed of an election expert and 
a legal expert, accompanied in some cases by a Head of Mission. Natural-
ly, the presence of a Head of Mission gives it a more political profile and 
greater visibility. If necessary, the Head of Mission can assist in mediating 
between partners to unblock situations that might hinder the implementation 
of reforms.

Specifically, the EFM will conduct a technical analysis of the implemen-
tation status of the recommendations made, the achievements, the difficul-
ties encountered in the implementation of the recommendations and possible 
means of overcoming these difficulties. The Mission may also organize meet-
ings and round tables with the different institutional partners (legislators, elec-
toral authorities, political parties, the judiciary, etc.) and civil society organ-
izations which could facilitate the implementation of the recommendations. 
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At the end of the Mission, the Head of Mission will present the conclusions 
drawn from the experience, at a press conference.

1. C.  EU database on election missions

The recognition of the core importance of the recommendations and of 
following them up in the promotion of democratic processes in third countries 
led the EU to create, in 2016, a database on election missions. 

In said database it is possible to search for all the EU’s recommenda-
tions by year, region/country, type of mission, type of election and type of 
recommendation; for example, women’s participation in political life, or in-
ternational standards such as freedom of opinion and of expression. Moreover, 
the database provides easy access to the final reports of the EU’s election 
missions, to the preliminary statements and to the press releases from the year 
2000 onwards. It also provides information about the implementation status 
of the recommendations by country, thus making it possible to monitor the 
election reform process in a specific country. Therefore, it has become a useful 
tool for all those actors working to promote the implementation of the rec-
ommendations, such as civil society organizations, citizens, and international 
election observers, as well as EU delegations.

The database can be found at: 

http://database.eueom.eu

https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/relations-non-eu-countries/
types-relations-and-partnerships/election-observation/mission-
recommendations-repository/home

2.	 In the OSCE

Putting EOM recommendations into effect has become a priority for the 
OSCE, in accordance with the commitment undertaken by the participating 
States at the Istanbul Summit «to follow up promptly the ODIHR’s election 
assessment and recommendations» (Paragraph 25).

Reflecting the strategic importance granted to the implementation of 
EOM recommendations, in the last 10 years follow-up visits/missions by 
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ODIHR have become increasingly common. These activities are designed to 
facilitate a constructive dialogue on EOM recommendations between ODIHR 
and the different national actors (electoral authorities, legislators and civil so-
ciety) in order, where applicable, to identify cooperation/electoral assistance 
needs and to enhance always improvable electoral processes.

After an EFM mission has been conducted, generally by a team com-
posed of two experts (electoral and legal), the participating State undertakes 
to submit a report to the OSCE Permanent Council in response to the recom-
mendations made. This report should specify the State’s reasons for its accept-
ance, rejection or partial consideration of each recommendation, and detail the 
measures and reforms that have been applied and/or will be applied in order to 
implement the recommendations.

ODIHR also maintains a database compiling the recommendations that 
have arisen from its different election activities in participating States over the 
past 18 years. This database, which makes it possible to identify the imple-
mentation status of said recommendations, seeks to support the national insti-
tutions of the participating States and their respective civil societies in their 
efforts to comply with the recommendations that stemmed from ODIHR’s 
different election missions. 

ODIHR’s election recommendations database can be found at:

https://paragraph25.odihr.pl

3.	 In the OAS

Like the EU and the OSCE, the OAS recognizes the core importance of 
EOM recommendations in the development and modernization of electoral 
institutions and in strengthening democratic processes. It has become a prior-
ity for the Organization to develop effective mechanisms to follow up on the 
recommendations, so that, among other outcomes, it can assist and advise the 
electoral authorities throughout the election cycle.

Furthermore, the democratic consolidation that has been achieved in the 
region highlights the appropriateness and value of deploying specialized mis-
sions, focused on analysing specific problems that might impair the quality of 
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an electoral process, rather than large-scale EOMs that could impose a signif-
icant burden when financial resources are limited.

It should also be noted that in recent years the OAS has developed ef-
fective means of analysing issues such as campaign financing and electoral 
participation by women and vulnerable groups, from the standpoint of the 
electoral cycle. The EOMs conducted by the OAS now incorporate these 
two powerful analytical tools, which enable them to assess achievements and 
shortcomings in two areas of particular significance to the quality of the elec-
toral process. Indeed, unequal opportunities and low levels of political partic-
ipation by women and vulnerable populations in Latin America are among the 
least satisfactory elements of electoral processes in the region.

Click on the link below to access the OAS Electoral Observation Mis-
sions and Recommendations Database:

https://www.oas.org/eomdatabase/recommss.aspx?lang=en
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General elections in Lebanon, 2022

VII.	 OTHER EU MISSION FORMATS

1.	 Election Expert Mission (EEM)

Together with the traditional format of EOMs that have been deployed by 
the EU, and which are examined in detail in this Handbook, in recent years the 
use of Election Expert Missions (EEMs) has become increasingly common, 
for application in contexts in which the EU does not consider it useful to send 
a traditional mission, with the deployment of short and long-term observers, 
but still wishes to have a reliable means of analysing the electoral process, 
and also to make apparent its interest in the process of democratization in the 
country in question. 

There are various contexts in which the EU might decide to send an EEM:
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A.	 If, after several elections observed by the EU, the country has made no 
progress in implementing recommendations, due to a lack of will on the 
part of the authorities, and therefore continues to present major deficien-
cies that seriously compromise the integrity of the electoral process, the 
EU will recommend sending an EEM. This would avoid not only the 
enormous costs of deploying an EOM (which, moreover, would contrib-
ute no added value in this context), but also the risk of its presence being 
used by the authorities to legitimize a process with substantial deficien-
cies.

B.	 Conversely, if after several observed elections, the country has carried 
out many of the reforms recommended and is progressing decisively in 
the process of democratic consolidation, then deployment of an EOM 
will no longer be necessary. In this case, it would be more appropriate to 
send an EEM; on the one hand, this would obtain accurate information 
on the electoral process, and at the same time, it would evidence EU in-
terest in the country’s successful democratic consolidation. 

In addition, during the most severe moments of the global health crisis 
caused by Covid-19, the EU availed itself of this type of mission to observe 
elections that in other circumstances would have been addressed by deploying 
an EOM.

Just like the Election Follow-up Missions, this type of mission has seen 
considerable growth thanks to a more strategic planning of election observa-
tion. Indeed, in 2019 the EU deployed up to seven EEMs (in Afghanistan, Bo-
livia, Guatemala, the Maldives, Guinea-Bissau, Mauritania and South Africa), 
whereas six EEMs are planned to be deployed in 2022. 

It is also very significant that such missions can meet the growing de-
mand for election observation with a limited budget. Thus, an EEM is usually 
composed of two or three experts (a legal analyst, an election analyst and sev-
eral media analysts) who are deployed for an average period of two months. 
From the perspective of the electoral cycle, they will examine the election 
process, focusing on the strengths and the most vulnerable elements of the 
electoral process, and then prepare an independent report containing recom-
mendations for improvements.
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There is no uniform practice concerning the publicity to be given to the 
Mission report. In some cases, it will only be circulated for internal use within 
the relevant EU departments, while in others, it will be published on the EU 
website and a copy will be delivered to the authorities.

2.	 Election Assessment Team (EAT)

When security conditions in the host country do not permit the deploy-
ment of an EOM, the EU has used this type of mission. Under no circumstanc-
es does an EAT involve the deployment of short-term observers.

An EAT consists of a small group of experts, their number depending 
on the needs of the mission; thus, 7 team members were present at the Af-
ghanistan elections in 2010, and 16 in Iraq in the same year. If security levels 
permit, a small group of long-term observers may also be included, as was the 
case in Libya for the 2012 elections. On that occasion, and as an exception, 
a Head of Mission (a Member of the European Parliament) was also present, 
which reflected the wish of the EU to underscore the importance of the Mis-
sion and thus to boost democratic construction at a particularly difficult stage 
of the process. Upon completion, mission conclusions and recommendations 
are presented at a press conference and delivered to the national partners in-
volved.
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Presidential elections in El Salvador 2019

VIII.	 HOW IS A MISSION STRUCTURED? 

The structure of an EOM reflects the need to cover all phases of the 
electoral process. The standard structure, based on the EU model, is described 
below.

1.	 Core Team

The Core Team is led by the Head of Mission. In the case of an EU mis-
sion, this is normally a Member of the European Parliament (MEP), appointed 
by the High Representative from a short list submitted by the Democracy 
Support and Election Coordination Group of the European Parliament. Thus, 
the European Parliament, whose members are elected by universal suffrage, 
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participates in EOMs in its capacity as the supreme representative of Europe-
an popular sovereignty. Moreover, its representative, as the Head of Mission, 
is in an ideal position to promote the political follow up and implementation 
of EOM recommendations and to raise the profile of these missions. The Head 
of Mission is totally independent of the European Commission, and bears ul-
timate responsibility for the preliminary EOM statement and the final report.

The Core Team also includes a Deputy Head of Mission and a group of 
analysts specialized in different areas. The Deputy Head of Mission coordi-
nates the team and in the absence of the Head of Mission will assume leader-
ship of the team and representation of the EOM.

The different analysts that usually form part of the Core Team of an EOM 
are: 

A legal analyst, an election analyst, a media analyst, a social media an-
alyst, the EOM press officer, a political analyst, a campaign finance analyst, 
a new technologies analyst, a data analyst, a gender analyst, a human rights 
analyst, and an observer coordinator.

In recent years, the figure of press and public outreach officer, who is 
responsible for the Mission’s communication policy, has become increasingly 
significant, in view of the importance not only of raising the profile of the mis-
sion but also of ensuring its credibility, avoiding the harm that could be caused 
by an erroneous perception of bias, lack of professionalism or independence.

Gender and human rights analysts have also been incorporated into 
EOMs, although under the new methodological approach, the other members 
of the Core Team are also trained to include a consideration of gender and 
human rights issues in their analyses. A political analyst is included in the 
Core Team only in contexts that present a certain complexity with respect to 
the situation, structures and socio-political dynamics.

The recognition of the growing impact of the digital environment —es-
pecially of social media— in shaping the will of voters has led the EU, the 
OSCE and the OAS, in recent years, to incorporate a social media analyst into 
their respective EOMs. Therefore, a standard methodology has been devel-
oped to analyse the behaviour and impact of social media in election process-
es. Please see the corresponding chapter of this Handbook.
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In addition, the Core Teams of EOMs may also include a campaign fi-
nance analyst, and a new technologies analyst, depending on the relevance 
that each of these aspects have for the election process.

The Core Team is deployed approximately two and a half months before 
the elections are held, and remains in the country for about two or three weeks 
afterwards in order to monitor the post-election period.

2.	 Long-term observers

Long-term observers are deployed throughout the country, in groups of 
two, for a period of about two months. Their task is to analyse the pre-election 
context and the situation immediately after the elections.

3.	 Short-term observers

Short-term observers are deployed for about 10 days, in teams of two 
throughout the territory. They observe the election process during the voting, 
the count and the consolidation of the results.

4.	 Service Provider

In 2008, the EU outsourced its EOM logistics and security operations 
and services to what are termed Service Providers (SPs), which may be pri-
vate companies or NGOs. In all cases, these bodies must previously have been 
accredited to perform these functions by the Foreign Policy Instrument (FPI) 
in a public bidding process in response to FPI calls for tenders for the deploy-
ment of an EOM.

SPs are responsible for the logistics of missions and for making the nec-
essary arrangements for their deployment, such as drafting contracts, buying 
tickets for observer travel, covering per diems, hiring interpreters and driv-
ers, renting cars for travel in the field and purchasing the equipment required 
(computers, telephones, etc.). They are also responsible for ensuring the safe-
ty of EOMs. 
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After the public bidding process held in 2020, the FPI granted four-year 
accreditations as Service Providers (SPs) or Implementing Partners (IPs) to 
four consortiums, led by the following organizations/companies: GIZ, IOM, 
DT Global, Cowater.

Election Observation Mission for the parliamentary elections  
held in Colombia on 13 March 2022

 Head of Mission 

Deputy Head of Mission 

Legal Analyst 
 Election Analyst

                               Media Analysts
               Social Media Analyst  

            Political Analyst 
                  Press Officer  

               Data Analyst 
               Observer Coordinator 

                       Deputy Observer Coordinator
                              Deputy LTO Coordinator                                       

34 Long-Term Observers 40 Short-Term Observers 
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Presidential elections, second round, Colombia 2022

IX.	 CORE TEAM 

1.	 What are the functions of the Core Team?

1. A.  Analysis of the legal framework

The task of the legal expert in the Core Team is to analyse a country’s 
legal framework in order to determine the extent to which its legislative and 
regulatory context enshrines recognized good practices for democratic elec-
tions and guarantees the rights and freedoms stipulated in international legal 
instruments for democratic elections. Taking into account reports made by 
long-term observers deployed on the ground, this expert will also evaluate the 
extent to which the legal framework is consistently and impartially applied. 
The legal system applied in the country should guarantee the enjoyment of 
fundamental rights and freedoms, and enable free, transparent and competi-
tive elections to be held.
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1. B.  Analysis of the complaints and appeals system

Among other functions, the legal expert must analyse whether candi-
dates’ electoral rights are protected; for example, whether the electoral law 
allows candidates to appeal against possible violations of the electoral law, 
whether it clearly establishes the appeal system that is applicable and whether 
a reasonable period is provided for appeals to be presented. The legal expert 
also determines whether the law guarantees the independence and impartial-
ity of the bodies responsible for the resolution of appeals, namely the Elec-
tion Administration and the corresponding judicial bodies. Finally, the expert 
monitors the appeals presented during and after the campaign and assesses 
whether they were resolved independently, impartially and in a timely manner.

1. C.  Analysis of the election system

The election analyst will assess the electoral system, including the design 
of constituencies and the electoral formula applied, to determine whether it 
allows voters and candidates the full enjoyment and exercise of their electoral 
rights. An analysis will also be performed of the composition and performance 
of the election administration, the quality of the census, voting procedures, 
the counting and consolidation of the results, and the resources used by the 
candidates/parties in the election campaign.

1. D.  Analysis of the behaviour of the media

Free and independent media are essential to the achievement of demo-
cratic elections. The authorities must ensure freedom of information, without 
intimidation, hindrance or censorship. Among the first tasks of the media ex-
pert is to consider whether freedom of information is guaranteed, whether 
there exists a plurality of media and whether the electorate receives sufficient, 
balanced information to make an informed decision.

With respect to State-controlled media, the expert will study whether the 
rules governing candidates’ and parties’ access to these media are equitable 
and are applied correctly. In addition, a statistical analysis will be made of the 
media coverage of the election campaign, to assess whether the obligation of 
neutrality and impartiality is met.
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To assess whether State-controlled television and radio provide balanced 
and neutral information about the campaign and the candidates, the expert will 
coordinate a team of local professionals to determine the amount of time and 
space devoted to each candidate and party. These monitors will also assess 
whether the coverage of the candidates’ election campaigns is positive, neu-
tral or negative. This qualitative and quantitative analysis will also be carried 
out for the privately-owned media, to evaluate their impact on the election 
campaign.

1. E.  Analysis of social media 

The democratization of access to information caused by the digital rev-
olution has undoubtedly offered new opportunities for greater political par-
ticipation by the citizenry. However, the digital revolution has also brought 
with it certain phenomena that could jeopardize democratic consolidation; in 
the framework of election processes, disinformation and hate speech, which 
become increasingly prevalent during such processes, have the potential to 
distort the shaping of the electorate’s will.

The growing use of social media during election campaigns by candi-
dates and voters has become a relevant factor in shaping the electorate’s opin-
ions. This has led EOMs to engage social media analysts to assess this aspect.

Said analysts will study, inter alia, using a standardized observation 
methodology that has been developed over these past few years, the behav-
iour and impact of social media in shaping the will of the electorate. To this 
end, the analysts will pay particular attention, inter alia, to the quality of the 
information shared on social media during the election process, the use of so-
cial media by candidates as campaigning platforms, and the respect for inter-
national standards on democratic elections that should govern both traditional 
environments in which information is shared, and digital environments, the 
internet and social media. 

1. F.  Analysis of election campaign financing 

There is no doubt that the different modalities of and regulations regard-
ing the financing of campaigns and political parties have a direct impact on 
the degree of fairness of electoral competition. EOMs have been more system-
atically incorporating the analysis of political and campaign financing, given 
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its importance as a factor that can undermine the fairness of electoral compe-
tition, and thus distort the shaping of the will of the electorate and jeopardize 
future public policies, subordinating them to interests of a private nature. 

Analysts will assess the degree of transparency and fairness guaran-
teed by the regulation of the financing of election campaigns and of political 
parties. They will also study the authorities’ capacity to ensure systematic, 
impartial and effective oversight and auditing that guarantees respect for the 
electoral rights of candidates, political parties and the electorate.

1. G.  Data analysis

Data analysts are responsible for compiling the data sent by the observers 
about the voting, counting and aggregation of results, in order to provide the 
Core Team with a statistical analysis of said data. Data analysts can conduct a 
statistical sampling of preliminary or definitive electoral results in order to de-
termine the degree of reliability of said results and the degree of deviation of 
the sample. These analysts, moreover, are responsible for helping the election 
analysts to prepare the observation forms. 

1. H.  Reports by the long-term observers

The Core Team receives and analyses the weekly reports made by the 
long-term observers deployed on the ground, to draw conclusions to be incor-
porated into their own analysis of the electoral process.

1. I.  Preliminary statement

The Head of Mission will draft a preliminary statement based on the 
comments of the long and short-term observers, derived from their own anal-
yses. This statement will be issued no later than two days after the elections, 
during the period of peak media attention. The preliminary statement provides 
an independent analysis and evaluation of the electoral process, on the basis of 
the rights enshrined in international and regional instruments and good prac-
tices for democratic elections. This assessment of the electoral process will 
include the following aspects:

•	 The degree to which the legal framework meets international and 
regional obligations for democratic elections
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•	 The composition, impartiality, neutrality and effectiveness of the 
election administration

•	 The campaigning freedom allowed to parties and candidates

•	 The use of State resources (fairness of the electoral process)

•	 Campaign financing (fairness of the electoral process)

•	 Level and quality of the candidates’ access to the media

•	 Use of and behaviour on social media during electoral processes

•	 Universal suffrage

•	 The quality of the electoral census (inclusiveness of the electoral 
process)

•	 Registration conditions for parties and candidates (political plural-
ism)

•	 Efficiency and impartiality of the system in resolving election dis-
putes

•	 The participation of women, persons with disabilities, young people 
and members of minority groups in the electoral process (inclusive-
ness of the electoral process)

•	 Situation relating to the protection and respect of human rights

•	 Transparency of voting, counting and results consolidation process

•	 Any other matter relating to the democratic nature of the election

The preliminary statement is the most visible product of the Mission and 
the one producing the greatest media impact. It is a very effective means for 
the Mission to submit the democratic quality of the electoral process observed 
to domestic and international public opinion, and to the opinion of internation-
al actors and multilateral organizations.
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1. J.  Final report

The Core Team is also responsible for drafting the final report, setting 
out in detail the observations, analyses, findings and recommendations of the 
Mission. Six weeks after the elections, in the capital of the host country, the 
Head of Mission, accompanied by the Deputy Chief of Mission, will present 
the final report to the media and deliver it to the election authorities, politi-
cal parties and civil society organizations. In line with the primary objective 
of election observation, namely to support host countries in their process of 
democratization, the final report is intended to be constructive, emphasizing 
the positive elements of the electoral process whilst taking note, in the central 
chapter containing the recommendations, of the shortcomings that need to be 
redressed.

The preliminary statements and the final reports of the OSCE, EU and 
OAS election observation missions can be consulted on their respective web-
sites:

https://www.osce.org/odihr/elections

https://www.eods.eu/eom-reports/

https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/relations-non-eu-countries/
types-relations-and-partnerships/election-observation/mission-
recommendations-repository/home

https://www.oas.org/eomdatabase/default.aspx?lang=en
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General elections in Mozambique, 2019

X.	 LONG-TERM OBSERVERS (LTOS)

1.	 What are the functions of the long-term observers?

The long-term observers are the «eyes and ears» of the Mission and 
therefore a key component of any EOM. Their main function is to observe, 
to gather information and to inform the Core Team of the conclusions of their 
observations. They are also responsible for the deployment of short-term ob-
servers (STOs), for providing information via a briefing on the electoral pro-
cess conducted in their region and for communicating the results of the STOs’ 
observations of the voting and counting on election day to the Core Team. 
Therefore, they must have strong analytical skills, together with logistical and 
social skills with which to interview the actors in the electoral process.



70

2.	 How long are they deployed for?

Long-term observers (LTOs) are deployed for a period of 6-8 weeks. 
They observe the pre-election process, the campaign, the voting and counting, 
the aggregation and announcement of results and the post-election period. In 
addition, they monitor the election appeals presented and their outcome.

During the first three days of their stay in the capital, members of the 
Core Team will provide the LTOs with valuable information about:

•	 The legal framework governing the elections, the electoral system, 
the structure and composition of the Election Administration, the 
registration process and the voting system.

•	 The political situation in the country.

•	 Key elements of the electoral process that raise concern among the 
electoral partners and the Core Team and to which the LTOs should 
pay attention.

•	 Security issues.

•	 Logistics and financial questions.

•	 Matters relating to the submission of reports, the delivery system to 
be used, and the frequency of their production.

3.	 How are they deployed?

 LTO are deployed in teams of two for security reasons, but also for 
methodological convenience, because «four eyes are better than two».

The findings of the observation team result from the analyses performed 
by two different people, and from a comparison of their differing or comple-
mentary outlooks. This situation, logically, adds to the value of the informa-
tion transmitted to the Core Team.

LTOs are normally deployed over most of the country, or at least the most 
politically and demographically representative areas.
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This deployment is intended to achieve the widest possible coverage, 
while taking into account the existence of certain priority areas, due to their 
political or demographic importance.

4.	 How do they observe?

A.	 LTOs conduct interviews with parties and candidates, the Election Ad-
ministration, local authorities, civil society organizations (local observ-
ers, defenders of human rights, etc.), voters and any other organization or 
agency involved in or relevant to the electoral process. 

B.	 They attend parties and candidates’ campaign rallies.

C.	 They also attend meetings organized by the Election Administration with 
electoral and political actors, when these sessions are open to the public.

D.	 They attend training seminars for members of electoral commissions.

5.	 How do they report?

Observers must file a weekly report to the LTO Coordinator to be for-
warded to the Core Team. This report should provide accurate, comprehensive 
information on the aspects of the electoral process under observation, and on 
any matter of particular interest to the Core Team. In addition to these week-
ly reports, if noteworthy events occur (severe violations of the fundamental 
rights and freedoms of candidates or voters, serious outbreaks of violence, 
etc.), then daily reports (also termed flash reports or incident reports) should 
be sent.

Observers must ensure that their observations are accurate and complete 
and that their conclusions are based on an impartial and objective analysis of 
observations and of factual findings. Observers must at all times distinguish 
clearly between directly observed facts and statements or complaints by elec-
toral actors (who should be asked to substantiate these as far as possible).

Even if events are not directly observed by LTOs, unconfirmed allega-
tions (for example, if an opposition party alleges that the ruling party is buy-
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ing votes by giving sacks of rice or money to voters, or that violence is being 
practiced against opposition supporters and candidates) may be included in 
the LTO reports, as they may be useful elements for the subsequent analysis 
of the electoral process. In fact, such allegations contribute to reflecting the 
prevailing political climate and, moreover, may eventually be confirmed.

6.	 What aspects of the election process do they observe?

6. A.  The political context and situation

LTOs analyse the political context of their area of responsibility, and as-
sess whether the political environment enables open and pluralistic electoral 
competition and a free vote. To this end, the observers must consider whether 
the political and civil rights of voters and candidates are respected.

They must also assess whether the political climate is peaceful or, on the 
contrary, it is characterized by violence and intimidation directed at the actors 
in the electoral process, and by deep political fractures and profound distrust. 
In the latter case, observers may foresee problems in the results being accept-
ed by some political actors.

Observers will also examine the characteristics of the predominant polit-
ical parties (whether they are differentiated on ideological grounds, whether 
they are highly structured and disciplined or, conversely, weak, personali-
ty-centred or dependent on patronage, etc.). The observers will also analyse 
the main issues raised in the programmes of each of the region’s parties.

6. B.  The Election Administration

The LTOs will assess the performance of the Election Administration in 
terms of its independence, impartiality, transparency and effectiveness. This 
body is responsible for administering, managing and conducting the election 
and therefore is a key agency in the electoral process.

6. B. a.  The independence of the Election Administration

The Election Administration can be structured as a body composed of:

a)	 Professional and independent members recruited from the judiciary, 
other agencies or civil society; or
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b)	 A balanced representation of political parties.

In either case, the Election Administration must correctly apply the cor-
responding legislation and regulations, and perform its duties without interfer-
ence from the government or from any electoral actor.

The independence of the Election Administration should be ensured by 
the establishment of a permanent body for this purpose, or failing that by the 
creation of an executive standing committee. If neither of these bodies exists, 
the Election Administration should at least have the guarantee of a fixed man-
date for its members. Moreover, providing the Election Administration with 
its own budget would make it less exposed to possible interference by the 
government and political parties.

The LTOs must assess whether the Election Administration is independ-
ent in its actions.

6. B. b.  The impartiality of the Election Administration

The Election Administration should act impartially, without favouring 
any party or candidate.

6. B. c.  The transparency of the Election Administration

The Election Administration must act in a transparent way. Its meetings 
should be open, and if this is not so, it should at least publicize its decisions in 
the shortest possible time. It should also provide all the actors in the electoral 
process with the information most fundamental to its transparency, such as the 
census, the number of ballot papers and voting cards issued and distributed 
and the system established for recruiting polling station officials.

6. B. d.  The effectiveness of the Election Administration

As the body responsible for the management and conduct of elections, 
the Election Administration must function effectively. LTOs should assess 
the feasibility of the Election Administration’s plans concerning the expected 
numbers of polling stations, officials, ballot boxes, voting booths, etc. The 
Election Administration must also effectively plan the distribution of election 
materials and the training of polling station officials. Whenever possible, the 
LTOs should attend some of these training sessions.
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6. C.  The electoral register

The registration process is an essential phase of the electoral process, 
since a defective census may invalidate the election results produced. By con-
trast, a reliable, inclusive census is an important element in strengthening vot-
er confidence in the electoral process. Therefore, the EOM must pay special 
attention to this question.

Observers should assess the degree of reliability (i.e., accuracy), trans-
parency and inclusiveness of the electoral roll, in order to promote compliance 
with the principle of universal suffrage. To this end, the electoral register must 
be as inclusive as possible.

The registration process is not directly observed by the LTO, because 
when this process is a proactive one, in which the voter must attend a spe-
cial centre in order to register, it takes place four to five months before the 
elections. However, the observer can assess the level of reliability and the 
inclusiveness of the census and the degree of trust generated in it by means 
of interviews with all the actors in the electoral process: political parties, cit-
izens, voters, human rights organizations, local observers and the Election 
Administration.

The observer must be aware of the multiple ways in which the census 
process could give rise to the exclusion of those entitled to vote. The registra-
tion process could be used deliberately for this purpose, to exclude important 
sectors of the population that are deemed ‘uncomfortable’, such as minorities 
or opposition strongholds. There are many ways in which these populations 
may be deprived of their right to vote, deliberately or otherwise:

1.	 By creating a restrictive legal framework in which unjustified re-
strictions are placed on the exercise of voting rights, based on fac-
tors such as race, gender, religion, ethnicity, ideology, language 
proficiency, literacy or economic capacity. The observer should 
pay special attention to the conditions established by law for the 
acquisition of citizenship, because in some cases these are defined 
specifically to exclude certain segments of the population from the 
right to vote.

2.	 The existence of high levels of errors in the census.
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3.	 The absence or ineffectiveness of appropriate methods to correct 
errors in the census.

	— In addition, other, more subtle obstacles to voting may be created: 

•	 For example, through a malicious distribution of registration cen-
tres, making it difficult or impossible for certain segments of the 
population to reach them. In African contexts characterized by pre-
carious means of communication and transport, locating registra-
tion offices at great distances from certain population centres is an 
effective way to exclude geographically concentrated minorities or 
opposition populations.

•	 Through an insufficient supply of essential materials at registration 
centres, thus making it impossible for the process to be completed.

•	 By a deliberate lack of information regarding the registration pro-
cess.

6. D.  Register of parties and candidates with a direct impact 
on the degree of pluralism

The principle of universality that underpins the right to vote also applies 
to the right to present a candidacy. Accordingly, the observer should:

1.	 Assess whether the requirements for the registration of parties and 
candidates are unduly restrictive and aimed at eliminating certain 
parties and candidates from the electoral competition. Apart from 
discriminatory restrictions concerning race, gender, ideology, past 
political affiliations, religion or ethnicity, the following require-
ments are also discriminatory:

	— The requirement to deposit large sums of money that are non-refundable 
or only partially refundable in order to contest the election. This require-
ment discriminates against independent candidates and small parties 
with limited financial resources.

	— The requirement to have representative offices in all regions of the coun-
try. This requirement hampers election participation by parties with a 
regional or ethnic base, and parties representing minorities.
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	— The requirement to present an excessively large number of signatures 
of support in order to stand as a party or candidate in an election. This 
requirement limits the ability of small or newly created parties and in-
dependent candidates to contest elections. The requirement to present a 
large number of signatures distributed evenly throughout the country is 
even more restrictive.

	— The requirement to pass an unreasonably difficult national language ex-
amination. This requirement may discriminate against parties and candi-
dates representing minorities.

2.	 Assess whether the legal requirements are applied impartially and 
without discrimination.

6. E.  Election campaign

A.	 Observers should assess whether parties and candidates can campaign 
freely without hindrance of any kind, determining whether:

1.	 the legal framework guarantees fundamental rights and freedoms 
such as freedom of expression, association and movement. Any re-
striction of these freedoms directly affects the freedom to campaign.

2.	 the election context allows parties and candidates to conduct their 
campaign free of violence, intimidation and harassment.

B.	 Observers should also assess whether sufficient guarantees exist for a fair 
election campaign, in which no party or candidate is favoured by the mis-
use of national or local resources, in which there is no undue interference 
from local, regional or central authorities to benefit certain candidates. To 
this end, observers should:

1.	 Analyse whether the legal framework ensures a fair campaign for 
all parties and candidates, and effectively prohibits improper inter-
ference by local, regional or national authorities;

2.	 If these legal guarantees are indeed established, assess whether the 
law is correctly applied, impartially and without discrimination.
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Among other aspects, the observer should also consider the possible mis-
use of State vehicles, or other material and human resources, by government 
candidates; the unjustified refusal by local authorities or the Election Admin-
istration to allow the use of public spaces by opposition candidates and parties 
to hold rallies and meetings. If the use of public spaces is allowed, they must 
be available to all parties and candidates on the same basis.

The law should establish clear rules on whether civil servants and other 
public employees may be involved in election campaigns. If this is permitted, 
these persons must not flaunt their employment status, as this would have a 
distorting effect on the election process, especially in patronage systems.

The legislation on campaign finance must be clear and equally applicable 
to all parties and candidates.

6. F.  Voter education campaigns

Observers should assess the scope and effectiveness of voter education 
campaigns, and of civic education campaigns in general, these being of fun-
damental importance when rates of illiteracy are high.

Voter education campaigns should inform voters about the requirements 
and procedures for registration as a voter (how and where to register to vote 
and deadlines for verification). They should also tell the population how and 
where to vote on election day.

The central administration of each country bears ultimate responsibility 
for ensuring that voters receive timely, objective and impartial information.
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General elections in Mozambique, 2019

XI.	 SHORT-TERM OBSERVERS (STOS)

1.	 Departure from base and arrival in the host country

Once the STOs have been selected by the competent body, the Human 
Rights Office of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, European Union and Coop-
eration may convene, at its discretion, a meeting in which the representative 
of the corresponding regional department of the Ministry will provide the ob-
servers with information of a general political and electoral nature about the 
host country.

On arrival in the capital of the host country, where they will remain for 
about two days, the STOs will attend several briefings organized by the dif-
ferent experts of the Core Team. This will familiarize them with the political 
situation, the legal framework, the electoral system, the procedures for voting 
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and counting, and the diverse problems that could afflict the electoral process, 
such as a defective census, latent violence, an election administration with 
little credibility or public trust, an inefficient system of resources, and the 
inadequate training of polling station officials.

At these briefings, they will also be informed of the deployment plan, the 
areas to which they will be sent and the name of their team partner. They will 
also be introduced to the driver and the interpreter who will accompany the 
team during its work.

2.	 What are the functions of the short-term observer?

The main task of the STO is to observe proceedings on the day of voting, 
including the counting and the aggregation process. These observations will 
then be forwarded using a number of different forms.

3.	 Relevant issues for short-term observation 

3. A.  Forms

Forms are the main instrument of work for the STOs, because they spec-
ify the items to be observed. In late 2011, the EU standardized these forms, 
which until then had varied according to the characteristics of the electoral 
process being observed. These new forms, first used in the EOMs conducted 
in 2012, are structured around a matrix based on international standards. Such 
standards are useful to conduct a comparative analysis over time between var-
ious elections, reflecting the voting, counting and consolidation of the results 
from the perspective of international standards. However, it has been found 
necessary to adapt these forms slightly in order to take into account certain 
specific aspects of each electoral process observed. These forms are the basis 
on which the mission will perform its quantitative analysis of the voting, the 
counting and the consolidation of results. They also serve for further assess-
ment to be made of the electoral process as a whole.

The observers must complete four forms during the election day, one 
each for the opening of polling stations, the voting, the closing of the stations 
and the vote counting, and aggregation.
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3. B.  Pattern of deployment

STOs are deployed for approximately ten days in teams of two through-
out the country, and normally arrive in their area of responsibility about three 
days before the election.

Their deployment throughout the country enables the Core Team to re-
ceive an almost instantaneous impression of the voting, counting and aggre-
gation of results.

Moreover, the massive presence of observers, distributed throughout the 
territory, strengthens the transparency of the electoral process, and therefore 
voter confidence, which will help to increase turnout.

The visibility factor is an important aspect of the methodology of elec-
tion observation, as this aspect has an obvious deterrent effect on irregular 
practices, and at the same time sends a clear sign of support to the population 
in its efforts to exercise the right to political participation.

3. C.  Accuracy of short-term observers’ perceptions

The accuracy of short-term election observation depends on the observ-
ers’ ability to understand what they are looking at and the socio-political con-
text in which the electoral process is unfolding and by which it is conditioned.

Therefore, they must be able to grasp the importance of phenomena that 
have a direct impact on the integrity of the process. For example, it should 
be understood that the systematic presence of local authorities, or of persons 
identified with the predominant power, at the entrance to the polling stations 
will have a clearly intimidating effect in a cultural context in which the his-
torical memory of a totalitarian system or of a rigid system of social control 
remains very much alive. If the impact of this intimidating scenario is not 
perceived, an observation limited to purely technical aspects of the process 
may lead to erroneous conclusions being drawn.

Short term observation cannot be reduced to a cold, automatic collection 
of technical data, and this is what makes it such a complex procedure.
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4.	 Actions taken by short-term observers on arrival

4. A.  Briefing by long-term observers

On their arrival in the field, the STOs will be informed by the LTOs 
about the socio-political reality and the specifics of the electoral process in 
the region.

They will also be informed of the existence, if any, of problems relating 
to the process, such as vote buying, lack of independence and impartiality of 
the election administration, polling stations that are multiparty in appearance 
alone, intimidatory practices against voters and candidates, the inadequate 
registration of voters, multiple voting or voting by minors.

This information will be very useful to draw the observers’ attention to 
aspects that could compromise the integrity of the voting and counting.

4. B.  Familiarization with the political climate in the area of 
responsibility	

STOs arrive in their area of responsibility about three days before the 
election. During these three days, they will conduct a series of activities to 
familiarize themselves with the political climate and to identify problems spe-
cific to their area of responsibility.

If the LTOs consider it appropriate, the STOs will attend the final cam-
paign meetings of the different parties, as this is a good way to assess wheth-
er there exists an open and free climate for debate among the electorate, or 
whether, on the contrary, there prevails a climate of fear and reservation. In 
performing this assessment, the STOs may ask those present whether they en-
countered any difficulties in attending the campaign meeting, and will observe 
the behaviour of the security forces as an excessive presence of these forces 
could be indicative of an intimidatory intention and strategy. STOs should pay 
close attention to the comments made by the persons attending these cam-
paign meetings.

This survey of their area of responsibility will also allow the STOs to 
familiarize themselves with the electoral landscape and to assess the political 
climate in the area.
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The observers should be attentive to external signs, such as the quanti-
ty and political orientation of campaign banners visible in public or private 
spaces, including the doorways of houses, which constitute a useful means 
of assessing the political climate. For example, the existence of banners and 
posters of opposition parties in the doorways of private homes is a clear man-
ifestation of the free exercise of political dissent.

4. C.  Interviews with electoral actors. Visibility

In a context of institutional fragility, where the EOM has detected major 
problems affecting the electoral process, the observers should visit the local 
authorities, the Election Administration and the political parties, not only out 
of politeness, but also to provide the Mission with the highest possible degree 
of visibility, thus creating a deterrent effect against potential irregular behav-
iour and bad practice.

These visits also serve to obtain meaningful information about the elec-
toral process, potential problems on the day of the vote (intimidation, vio-
lence, problems with the census, voting by minors, the fraudulent distribution 
of voting cards, problems at the polling station, etc.), the level of preparation 
for the election and the degree of confidence in the electoral process among 
the political actors involved.

4. D.  Locating and deciding upon the area to be observed

The day before the election, the STOs, deployed in teams of two, will 
identify the polling stations to be visited on election day, and establish a route 
for this purpose. To do so, they will be provided with the necessary map and 
directions by the LTOs, who will also give general indications about the area 
to be covered, pointing out the polling stations and/or specific areas where 
problems might arise.

The observers need to examine a representative sample, and therefore 
will seek to maintain a balance between urban and rural areas. It is important 
not to neglect rural areas because, although they contain a lower concentration 
of population, this is where the most serious irregularities often take place, 
because the population here is more vulnerable to pressure and intimidation 
by traditional local leaders, and so there is a greater likelihood of a controlled 
vote and of obstacles to access by election observers.
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Special care should be taken in deciding on the polling stations to be 
observed at the opening and closing of the election process. If other credible 
observation organizations are present, efforts should be made to coordinate 
actions with them in order to avoid duplication.

The distribution and reception of election materials at the polling stations 
normally takes place on the day of the election, and this will enable the STOs 
to meet the officials responsible for these procedures and to observe the prepa-
rations and any problems that may arise, such as a lack of materials.

5.	 Parameters for observing voting and the vote count

A.	 Observers should use their common sense and the information previ-
ously received on relevant social, political and cultural factors, and take 
into account the progress of the electoral process, to distinguish between 
simple technical deficiencies, which are essentially caused by the lack 
of experience of polling station officials and voters, but which have no 
impact on the outcome, and serious irregularities that distort the results 
and compromise the integrity of the electoral process; such irregularities 
would include, for example, allowing people to vote when they are not 
entitled to do so, not allowing registered voters to vote, allowing multi-
ple voting or failing to ensure the secrecy of the vote in an intimidatory 
setting.

B.	 Observers should never talk to the press regarding their assessment of 
the process, as the media have a partial view of the question, and such an 
action would prejudge the final assessment by the Core Team (see Code 
of Conduct). 

C.	 In a context of democratic fragility, which is the normal framework of an 
EOM, the processes of opening the polling station, voting, and counting 
and aggregating the results are protected by a series of safeguards intend-
ed to ensure the fairness of the election process. Therefore, the observer 
must pay close attention to the following safeguards:

	— The sealing of the ballot box

	— The counting of the votes cast
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	— The authentication of voting papers with a stamp or the signature of a 
polling station official before they are handed to voters

	— The voter’s signature of the census form

	— The mandatory use of voting booths

	— The use of indelible ink to identify those who have voted

These safeguards are intended to prevent serious irregularities such as 
ballot stuffing, multiple voting, manipulation of results and violation of the 
secrecy of the vote in intimidatory contexts.

6.	 Opening the polling stations

The observers will arrive at the first polling station an hour before it 
opens, to observe the preparations for opening the premises and for voting to 
begin, and for the Presiding Officers and other staff to take their places. A form 
detailing these opening procedures should be completed. 

A.	 First, the observer should check that the polling station has been consti-
tuted in accordance with the procedures provided by law, regarding the 
accreditation of the polling station staff and the presence of all who are 
required to attend.

B.	 The duly accredited polling station officials must count the ballot papers 
and record the total on the corresponding form. This operation is nec-
essary for the subsequent reconciliation of votes cast and voting papers 
received.

C.	 The observer should record the number of ballots received so that any 
discrepancy between this number and the number of votes cast can be 
investigated.

D.	 To avoid any risk of ballot box stuffing, it must be confirmed that the 
number of ballots received does not substantially exceed the number of 
registered voters. A considerable discrepancy between the number of 
registered voters and the number of ballots received could be indicative 
of fraudulent actions.
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E.	 The sealing of the ballot box is an important stage in the preparations for 
opening the polling station. The observer should witness that the Presid-
ing Officer has shown the empty ballot box to all present before sealing it. 

The ballot box is sealed with one or more plastic seals, bearing serial 
numbers that are recorded by the observers and the representatives of 
the political parties. This procedure makes it possible to determine, at 
the close of proceedings, whether there has been any manipulation of the 
ballot box. Therefore, it is important to note whether these procedures 
are complied with, and to ensure that the serial numbers of the seals are 
properly recorded, without interference.

F.	 The presence of local observers and representatives of the political par-
ties is a further guarantee of the transparency of the process and therefore 
constitutes an essential element that should be noted by the observers.

G.	 The absence of voting materials —the ballot box, ballot papers, indelible 
ink and the list of registered voters— may deprive many voters of the 
right to vote, or compromise the transparency of the process, and should 
therefore be recorded by the observers. Such deficiencies may be due to 
a technical failure or to a deliberate strategy.

H.	 Observers should note the time at which the polling station opens and 
observe whether, if it opens late, the closing time is extended by the same 
amount of time. If this is not done, many voters could be deprived of their 
right to vote.

7.	 Multiple observation of polling stations

After the polling stations have opened, the STOs should normally visit 
10-15 polling stations, staying an average of 30 minutes at each one (or longer 
if deemed necessary, for example if problems arise).

7. A.  Methods

	— The STO should introduce themselves to the polling station staff.
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	— Without impeding the voting proceedings, they should ask the Presiding 
Officer for relevant information, such as the number of registered voters, 
the number of votes cast, the number of voters missing from the voting 
list and the number of ballot papers available.

	— The observers should take note of any irregularity or deficiency, and with 
a constructive attitude draw the attention of the polling station staff to 
these facts, politely, without making demands and without hindering the 
voting process.

	— The observers should approach the political party representatives and lo-
cal observers, to get their impressions of how the voting is proceeding at 
the polling station.

	— The observers should take note of any claim or complaint about irreg-
ularities made by local observers, representatives of political parties or 
voters. If possible, such claims should be investigated. For example, if a 
representative informs the observers that intimidation is taking place at a 
particular polling station, or that minors are voting, the observers should 
go to the polling station in question to verify the information and also to 
produce a deterrent effect, provided that security considerations make 
this feasible.

	— The observers might talk with voters to evaluate their confidence in the 
electoral process, and to ask whether they believe that their vote was 
secret, if conditions in this respect were unclear. 

	— The observers should assess the effectiveness of voter education cam-
paigns, by asking voters if they were familiar with the voting procedures, 
and whether they had received enough information to decide their choice.

If the process of voter registration has been questioned, the degree of 
voter inclusion should be the object of special scrutiny during election day.

7. B.  Situation

The first element to be observed by STOs is the environment in which 
voting occurs. Observers must seek to detect any activity aimed at intimidat-
ing voters in the vicinity of polling stations.
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This is not an easy task because intimidation is often exercised indirectly, 
and can be difficult for outside observers to identify.

	— The presence of local authorities, or traditional leaders in the area, can 
be a form of intimidation in a rural setting, where these authorities exert 
significant influence.

	— Observers should pay particular attention to the presence and behaviour 
of the security forces. Their excessive presence can produce an intimida-
tory effect, especially if it takes place in a post-conflict context in former 
rebel areas.

	— Observers should also pay attention to the presence or absence of cam-
paign material, and note whether any campaign activity is occurring in 
violation of the electoral law.

7. C.  Observation within the polling station

7. C. a.  What should be observed?

Observers should assess whether election procedures are being respected. 

The following important aspects should be noted: 

	— Whether unauthorized persons are present within the polling station, 
such as local authorities or traditional leaders. These persons may intim-
idate voters, especially in community-based societies or where there is a 
history of rigid social and political control.

	— Whether voters have been correctly identified, with the necessary docu-
mentation, ID or voting card or any other document provided for by law.

	— Whether it is verified that the voter’s finger is free of ink before being 
allowed to vote.

	— Whether only those listed in the census are allowed to vote.

	— Whether many of the people who come to the polling station are unable 
to vote because they are not in the census. If this is not observed directly, 
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the Presiding Officer should be asked how many people have been affect-
ed by this circumstance. This question is included in the questionnaire to 
assess the scale of potential deficiencies in the census, and its impact on 
the electoral process, because exclusion from the census of part of the 
population would compromise the integrity of the process.

	— Whether cases of impersonation are observed, i.e., whether persons enti-
tled to vote have been unable to do so because others had already voted 
in their name.

	— Whether there is any fraudulent use of voting cards.

	— Whether there is evidence of multiple voting. The possibility of registra-
tion in an additional list on the day of the vote and/or the failure to use 
indelible ink can facilitate multiple voting.

	— Whether the secrecy of the vote is guaranteed and respected by the prop-
er placement and use of polling booths. In an intimidatory environment 
or a context of extreme poverty in which the practice of vote buying is 
widespread, ensuring the secrecy of the vote is an important safeguard.

	— Whether the polling station officials act in an impartial, neutral and pro-
fessional manner, without influencing voters.

	— Whether the multiparty composition of these staff is real or false.

	— Whether proper assistance is given to people who need it, such as those 
who are illiterate or disabled.

	— Whether family voting is observed. Exercise of the right to vote must be 
secret and in person. Family voting often compromises women’s right 
to vote.

	— Whether the ballot papers are signed or stamped before they are handed 
to the voters. This procedure must be followed in order to prevent ballot 
stuffing.

	— Whether voters sign the register after voting. This procedure provides a 
safeguard against multiple voting.
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	— Whether indelible ink is applied to the voter’s finger. This procedure pre-
vents multiple voting.

	— Whether local observers and political party representatives are present at 
the polling station. Their presence is a guarantee for the transparency of 
the process. It should be borne in mind that false local election observers 
or political party representatives could be present, in an attempt to de-
ceive voters and the international community regarding the plural control 
of the electoral process.

	— Whether acts of intimidation or violence take place against voters or poll-
ing station staff, either in the vicinity of the polling station or within the 
premises.

	— Whether there are «ghost» polling stations, i.e., stations that are officially 
registered as such, but where no voting takes place, and for which results 
are published.

Observers should assess voters’ level of understanding of the procedures, 
especially in areas where rates of illiteracy are high. The ability and prepara-
tion of the polling station staff to undertake their duties should also be eval-
uated.

If the electoral law provides for the creation of «closed polling stations», 
observers should visit these special polling stations. They might be universi-
ties, prisons, hospitals or barracks converted into polling places, to be used 
exclusively by the workers in these institutions. These special polling stations 
provide an environment that is conducive to intimidation, as a result of the 
organizational and economic dependence of these workers/voters, and this 
circumstance compromises the freedom to vote.

7. C. b.  How should the voting process be assessed?

Short-term observation should not be limited to the simple and disinter-
ested compilation of technical data. The observer must take into account the 
reality of the country, its material conditions and cultural factors, in order to 
evaluate the entire process of voting and counting. Voting sometimes takes 
place in very precarious conditions, in terms of the resources available. If the 
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deficiencies observed do not jeopardize the principle of free voting, the over-
all assessment may still be relatively positive.

8.	 Closing the polling station and counting the votes

8. A.  What should be observed as the polling station is 
closed?

Observers should take note of the following aspects:

	— Whether the closure is performed in accordance with the procedures es-
tablished by law.

	— Whether voters who are queuing to enter when the polls close are al-
lowed to vote.

	— Whether the number of ballot papers handed out and the number of any 
ballot papers that are damaged or unused is counted and properly re-
corded, an aspect of essential importance for subsequent checks to be 
conducted to confirm the integrity of the process.

	— Whether unused and damaged ballot papers are kept in the envelopes pro-
vided for this purpose, to prevent any subsequent fraudulent use thereof.

8. B.  What should be observed during the vote count?

In situations of institutional fragility, various types of manipulation and 
falsification may take place at this stage in the proceedings. Observers should 
assess the transparency of the vote counting and compliance with established 
procedures. In particular, the following aspects should be observed: 

	— Whether the serial number of the seal on the ballot box is the same as that 
recorded in the morning by the observers and party representatives, thus 
confirming that the seal has not been tampered with.

	— Whether election observers and representatives of political parties and 
independent candidates are allowed to be present during the count.
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	— Whether the observers are allowed to stand close enough to witness the 
entire process without difficulty. Whether the ballot papers are clearly 
shown to all present.

	— Whether the votes in favour of any particular party are arbitrarily and 
systematically invalidated. Even in areas where illiteracy rates are high, 
the proportion of invalid ballots considered normal ranges between 1% 
to 5%.

	— Whether invalid ballots are kept for possible later review.

	— Whether significant differences are revealed by the reconciliation be-
tween the number of votes cast, number of ballot papers received and 
number of registered voters.

	— Whether a copy of the results form is given to party representatives and 
observers, as a security measure against any subsequent manipulation of 
results.

	— Whether the results form is displayed on the door of the polling station. 
This measure is an important safeguard to ensure the transparency of the 
counting process; it provides vital information to parties and voters, en-
abling them to verify the results, and therefore enabling any subsequent 
manipulation to be detected and electoral disputes to be documented.

Sometimes the vote count is not conducted at the polling station but at 
a higher level, where the ballot papers from several polling stations are com-
bined, in order to guarantee to the electorate of small communities that their 
vote cannot be traced, and therefore that they cannot be subject to reprisals. 
In societies with a vivid memory of a recent totalitarian past, such a measure 
instils confidence in the electorate.

9.	 Compiling the results

After the count, the observers should accompany the Presiding Officer 
and supervise the ballot boxes until they are collected by the institutions re-
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sponsible for the collection and aggregation of results at the regional level. 
This aggregation process should be observed in its entirety, and observers 
should evaluate its transparency, and confirm that the procedure adopted is in 
accordance with the electoral law. To do so, they must be prepared to work 
late into the night.

During this phase of the proceedings there is a high risk of manipulation 
and falsification of results. Thus, significant discrepancies may be detected 
between the results published at the polling stations and those announced fol-
lowing the aggregation of the votes from these same polling stations.

10.	 Communicating the results of the observation

During the election day, the STOs should transmit the results of their ob-
servations, summarized on the corresponding forms, to the LTOs, who in turn 
will transmit them to the Core Team. The observers should respect the pro-
cedure established by the LTOs for this transmission—usually by telephone 
(mobile or by satellite when there is no mobile coverage). Information about 
the opening of the polling stations should be communicated between 9 and 10 
in the morning. Data relating to the observation of voting at different polling 
stations should be transmitted immediately after the end of the period allowed 
for voting. After the count has been completed, the observers should transmit 
the data concerning the closure of the polling station and the vote counting. 
If they also observe the aggregation process, the corresponding information 
should also be communicated when this process finalizes.

In the case of the European Union’s EOMs, these observation forms are 
sent directly to the Core Team using an EU app called e-day (an innovation 
introduced just a few years ago), which can be installed in a personal comput-
er, tablet or smartphone. Using this app, the data can be entered into an online 
form, and this information sent via the internet. 

In addition to this quantitative information, the Core Team usually also 
establishes guidelines for sending qualitative information, two or three times 
a day. To this end, the STOs send the information to the LTOs, who in turn 
compile it and send it to the Observer Coordinator. 
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11.	 Forms

The photos show some standard forms used by EU and OSCE observers 
to record their assessment of the opening and closing of the polling station, the 
voting, counting and consolidation of the results.
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European Union 
Election Observation Mission

   A. OPENING & POLLING

TYPE OF ELECTIONS, DD MM, Country YYYY
TEAM ARRIVAL               :           DEPARTURE               :

PS:         U       R      S       “SPECIAL”:                                                                                        FOR   M        F

DISTRICT/ CONSTITUENCY POLLING STATION N°

MUNICIPALITY/ TOWN N° OF REGISTERED VOTERS

POLLING CENTRE VOTERS VOTED SO FAR

OPENING
1 Did you observe the opening of this PS?                                                                                                              YES               NO

A What percentage of voters registered in the PS were queuing at the opening?
        0%                                                        Below 10%                      10% - 30 %                                            Over 30% 

B Did the polling station open:               On time                              Within 1 Hour                                           More than 1 Hour                       Did not open

B1 Opening was delayed because of:                                                 Lack of essential material                Insufficient PS Staff 
        Incompetence of PS Staff                                                         Unrest                                                     Other :

C Did all party/candidate agents sign the opening protocol?           Yes                                                            No, Why:

D Opening procedures were followed:
        Strictly                                                 Largely                             Inconsistently                                      Inadequately                             Not at all

RESPECT FOR THE RIGHT TO UNIVERSAL, INDIVIDUAL AND SECRET SUFFRAGE
 2      Did you observe voters turning up to cast their ballot ?                                                                                               YES                NO

 3     Is the vicinity of the PS free from any circumstances which could influence voters’ choices?                    YES                NO

A If ‘NO’, did you observe:                     Unrest                              Bussing activities                                Campaign material                   Violence                           
        Campaign activities                        Intimidation                   Presence of security forces beyond regulations
        Indication of vote buying             Inefficient queue control management                                 Other:

4 Is the PS accessible for people with disabilities (with only minor assistance)?                                             YES               NO

A  If ‘NO’,   Why :

5 Please list each PS Staff member present:
         M: ___________________________________________________________________________________________________________      
         F : 
A If any member is missing, Ask - for What reason:

        Did not come                                     Turned away                  Left                                                          Other :

6 Are all the essential materials present?                                                                                                                           YES               NO

A If ‘NO’, Which is/are missing:             Indelible ink                   Booth(s)                                                 Sufficient ballot papers
        Envelopes                                           Voters’ list(s)                   Ballot box(es)                                       Stamps                                  
        Forms                                                   Seals/padlocks              Other :

B Assess - were appropriate measures taken by the PS Staff?                                                                                                            YES               NO

7 Please list each party/candidate agent (P/CA) present:
M: __________________________________________________________________________________________________________
F : 

8 Please list each national observer (NAT OB) present:
M: __________________________________________________________________________________________________________      
F :  

9 Are all party/candidate agents and national observers able to follow the proceedings unhindered?    YES              NO

A If ‘NO’, Who was affected and How?                         P/CA           NAT OB                                                                   P/CA              NAT OB         
Not allowed access to PS                                                                                           Overcrowding
Arbitrarily prevented by PS Staff                                                                             Intimidation
Layout of PS                                                                                                                   Other

10 Is the PS free from any elements which could influence voters’ choices?                                                           YES              NO

A If ‘NO’, did you observe:                          Unrest                               Violence                                                Campaign material
        Campaign activities                        Intimidation                   Presence of security forces beyond regulations
        Indication of vote buying             Inefficient voter flow management                                         Other :

11 Are only authorised people present inside the PS?                                                                                                    YES              NO

A If ‘NO’, Which unauthorised people are present:                       Local officials                                       Religious/Traditional authorities
        Police                                                   Army                                 Other :

B Assess - the presence of these people is:                               Intimidating                                         Interfering with the work of PS Staff
        Creating confusion in the PS                                                   NOT affecting the process

C Did you observe PS Staff exerting their authority to request that such people leave the PS?                                              YES              NO
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12 Is the integrity of the vote sufficiently protected?                                                                                                            YES               NO

A If ‘NO’,  Why:         Multiple voting                                                         Indication of ballot stuffing                              Other :
         Ballot box(es) not properly sealed                                                People voting with pre-marked ballots
         Indications of bias among PS Staff                                                Voter impersonation                                           

13 Is the secrecy of the vote sufficiently protected?                                                                                                               YES               NO

A If ‘NO’,  Why:         PS layout                            Overcrowding              Open voting                                                         Inadequate polling booths
          Interference by people in the PS                                                   Abusive voter assistance                                  Voter carelessness
          More than 1 person in the booth                                                  Other :

RESPECT FOR ELECTORAL LAW & PROCEDURES &  RIGHT TO AN EFFECTIVE REMEDY
14 Are all eligible voters being allowed to vote?                                                                                                                      YES               NO

A If ‘NO’, Why:          Discrimination                                                            Incompetence of PS Staff                                  Unclear instructions
                                    Other :

15 Are all ineligible voters being refused the possibility to cast a ballot?                                                                 YES               NO

A If ‘NO’, have you observed any of the following being allowed to vote:
         Underage people                                                                               People not on the Voters’ list                           People without Voter cards
         People without proper ID                                                                People with inked fingers                                Other :

16 Polling procedures are followed:               1-Always        2-Regularly        3-Erratically        4-Never        5-Arbitrarily
          
           A. Checking for ink                                                                              E. Instructions to voters
           B. Voter identification                                                                         F. Ballots stamped/ signed according to procedures
           C. Voter name read out                                                                      G. Inking voters’ fingers
           D. Crossing names out/ signing Voters’ List

A If procedures are ‘NOT’, (1-Always) applied, Assess - the incorrect application of procedures is due to:
         Unclear instructions                                                                           Poor training                                                         Incompetence of PS Staff
         Tension/ disorder in PS                                                                      Attempts to manipulate                                    Other : 

17 Ask - Was the process free from any official complaints being lodged at the PS?                                            YES               NO

A If ‘NO’, were official complaints dealt with according to procedures?                                                                                                      YES               NO

18 Ask - Was the process free from unofficial complaints regarding significant problem(s) at this PS?     YES              NO

A If ‘NO’, complaints were:                                          Clarified after discussion                         Refused by PS Staff             Other :   
          Not submitted by the complainant

19 Ask - Has the PS been open continuously for polling since the opening time?                                                 YES               NO

A If ‘NO’, Why:             Lack of material                 Missing PS Staff                                           Unrest                                     Other :

B For how long:         Less than 1h                        1 - 4 hours                                                    More than 4h                       Never re-opened

ASSESSMENT
                                                                       1-Outstanding            2-Good            3-Satisfactory          4-Poor              5-Inadequate

20 Voters’ overall understanding of voting procedures
21 Party/candidate agents’ overall understanding of their role
22 The overall performance of the PS Staff
23 Level of confidence that voters cast their ballot freely
24 The transparency of the voting process
25 The overall conduct of operations

COMMENTS

EU EOM standard observation forms, version 2.1 Developed by NEEDS project © European Commission
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CLOSING
1 Is the vicinity of the PS free from any circumstances which could influence the integrity of the closing?        YES            NO

A If ‘NO’, did you observe:                          Unrest                                  Violence                                                Campaign material
         Campaign activities                       Intimidation                       Presence of security forces beyond regulations
         Inefficient queue control management                                 Other :

2 Is the PS free from any elements which could influence the integrity of the closing & counting process?        YES            NO

A If ‘NO’, did you observe:                          Unrest                                  Violence                                                Campaign material
         Campaign activities                       Intimidation                       Presence of security forces beyond regulations
         Inefficient crowd management                                                Other :

3 Did the PS close at the official closing time?                                                                                                                                          YES            NO

A If ‘NO’, When did the PS close?          Early                                      Within 1 H                                             More than 1 H

B  Why ?           EMB decision                     Late opening                      Voters queuing outside PS              Other :

B1 Were voters queuing outside the PS at closing time allowed to vote?                                                                                                               YES            NO

B2 Were voters arriving after closing time turned away?                                                                                                                                                 YES            NO

RESPECT FOR THE RIGHT TO UNIVERSAL, INDIVIDUAL AND SECRET SUFFRAGE
 4                    Please list each PS Staff member present:

M: __________________________________________________________________________________________________________      
F : 

A If any member is missing, Ask - for what reason:
         Did not come                                  Turned away                      Left                             Other :

5 Please list each party/candidate agent (P/CA) present:
          M: __________________________________________________________________________________________________________      
          F : 

6 Please list each national observer (NAT OB) present:                                                   
M: _________________________________________________________________________________________________________      
F :  

7 Are all party/ candidate agents and national observers able to follow the proceedings unhindered?                    YES            NO

A If ‘NO’, Who was affected and How?                            P/CA        NAT OB                                                                        P/CA        NAT OB
Not allowed access to PS
Arbitrarily prevented by PS Staff
Layout of PS

Overcrowding
Intimidation
Other

8 Are only authorised people present inside the PS?                                                                                                             YES            NO

A If ‘NO’, Which unauthorised people are present:                           Local officials                                        Religious/Traditional authorities
         Police                                                   Army                                    Other :

B Assess - The presence of these people is:                                 Intimidating                                          Interfering with the work of PS Staff
          Creating confusion in the PS                                                     NOT affecting the process

C Did you observe PS Staff exerting their authority to request that such people leave the PS?                                                      YES            NO

9 Is the integrity of the counting process sufficiently protected?                                                                                         YES            NO

A If ‘NO’, did you observe :                          Indications of ballot stuffing                          Indications of bias among PS Staff
          Indications of manipulation in Voters’ List                                                              Other :

10 Did the closing and counting process proceed without interruptions until its completion?                             YES            NO

A If ‘NO’,  Why:                                                        Lack of material                Missing PS Staff                                   Unrest                                            
         Convenience break                          Violence                              Other :

B For how long was the process suspended?                                      Less than 1 H                                       More than 1 H                  
           You left before it resumed

C Was the sensitive material kept under continous custody during this time?                                                                                                 YES            NO

European Union 
Election Observation Mission

   B. CLOSING & COUNTING

TYPE OF ELECTIONS, DD MM, Country YYYY
TEAM ARRIVAL               :           DEPARTURE               :

PS:         U       R      S       “SPECIAL”:                                                                                        FOR   M        F

DISTRICT/ CONSTITUENCY POLLING STATION N°

MUNICIPALITY/ TOWN N° OF REGISTERED VOTERS

POLLING CENTRE
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RESPECT FOR ELECTORAL LAW & PROCEDURES & RIGHT TO AN EFFECTIVE REMEDY
11 Closing and Counting procedures are followed:               1-Always        2-Regularly        3-Erratically        4-Never        5-Arbitrarily

            A. Closing procedures                                                                                 
            B. Ballot reconciliation                                                                    
            C. Counting/Recounting of ballots                                                       
            D. Determination of valid and invalid ballots 

A If procedures are NOT (1-Always) applied, Assess - the incorrect application of procedures is due to:
         Unclear instructions                                                      Poor training                                                                     Incompetence of PS Staff
         Tension/ disorder in PS                                                 Attempts to manipulate                                               Other : 

B Was the incorrect application of procedures insignificant for the overall results?                                                                                       YES             NO    

12 Counting Data
NUMBER OF BALLOTS RECEIVED NUMBER OF INVALID BALLOTS

NUMBER OF VOTERS ON THE VOTERS LIST NUMBER OF BLANK BALLOTS

NUMBER OF USED BALLOTS NUMBER OF CHALLENGED BALLOTS

NUMBER OF UNUSED BALLOTS TOTAL NUMBER OF VALID BALLOTS

NUMBER OF BALLOTS IN THE BALLOT BOX NUMBER OF “SPECIAL” BALLOTS

13 Did all party/candidate agents receive a copy of the Results form?                                                                                   YES             NO

14 Was a copy of the Results form posted at the PS level ?                                                                             Inside          Outside               NO

A If ‘NO’,  Why?                     Not required by law                       Refused by PS Staff                   Other:

15 Ask - Was the process free from any official complaints being lodged at the PS?                                                       YES             NO

A If ‘NO’, were official complaints dealt with according to procedures?                                                                                                                   YES             NO 

16 Ask - Was the process free from unofficial complaints regarding significant problem(s) at this PS?                YES             NO

A If ‘NO’, complaints were:                                                                   Clarified after discussion                                             Refused by PS Staff
          Not submitted by the complainant                           Other :

17 Was all required material packed and sealed according to procedures?                                                                         YES            NO

A If ‘NO’,  Why:

18 Did you observe the handover of material?                                                                                                                                     YES            NO

A If ‘YES’, was the transportation of material carried out according to procedures?                                                                                       YES             NO

B Was the handover of material transparent?                                                                                                                                                                        YES             NO

C Was the material secured at all times?                                                                                                                                                                                    YES             NO

ASSESSMENT
                                                                                               1-Outstanding            2-Good            3-Satisfactory          4-Poor              5-Inadequate

19 Party/candidate agents’ overall understanding of their role

20 The overall performance of the PS Staff

21 Level of confidence that results accurately reflect the will of the voters

22 The transparency of the counting process

23 The overall conduct of operations

COMMENTS

EU EOM standard observation forms, version 2.1 Developed by NEEDS project © European Commission

E. Allocating ballots to particular candidates/parties 
F.  Procedures for contested ballots
G. Procedures for filling in Protocols and Results sheets
H. Procedures for “special” ballots
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         CONSTITUENCY                           COUNTY                            NATIONAL TALLY CENTRE

         DISTRICT                                         REGION                             OTHER PSs/Centres attached to this Centre

Process :                      HAS ENDED                     IN PROGRESS Number of Protocols/Results treated at the time of your departure :

TRANSPORT AND TRANSMISSION OF PROTOCOLS/RESULTS                                                       
1 Did you observe the transport/transmission of Protocols/Results to this Centre?                                                     YES            NO

A If ‘YES’, Was the transport/transmission carried out according to procedures?                                                                                     YES            NO 

A1 If ‘NO’, Why?                             Transport/transmission plan not implemented                     Implementation of an ad hoc plan            Other:   
B Assess - Have the Protocols/Results been secure at all times?                                                                                                                         YES            NO

B1

If ‘NO’,  Why?                        Security plan not implemented                                                  Attempts to manipulate the process                                          
           Negligence               Other:

C Assess - Was the transmission/transport of the sensitive materials transparent?                                                                              YES            NO

2 Did you observe the handover of Protocols/Results to this Centre?                                                                                                  YES            NO
A If ‘YES’, Were the procedures for the handover of the Protocols/Results followed :                                                      Strictly                   

           Largely                                                 Inconsistently                                                           Inadequately               Not at all 

B YES             NO

3 NO

A If ‘NO’,  Why?                           Unrest              Violence                         Intimidation                  Presence of security forces beyond regulations 

RESPECT FOR THE WILL OF THE VOTERS, INTEGRITY & TRANSPARENCY OF THE PROCESS
 4     
            M: ___________________________________________________________________________________________________________      
            F :           

A Assess – The (approx.) ratio of males/females among the remaining Centre personnel is :             

5 Please list each party/candidate agent (P/CA) present:
 M: ___________________________________________________________________________________________________________      
 F : 

6 Please list each national observer (NAT/OB) present:
M: ___________________________________________________________________________________________________________      
F : 

7 Are all party/candidate agents and national observers able to follow the entire process unhindered?                    YES             NO  
A If ‘NO’, Who How?                      P/CA           NAT OB                                                                   P/CA              NAT OB 

Not invited or informed
Not allowed access to the Centre

Layout of the Centre

Overcrowding
Intimidation
Only allowed limited access

8                                   YES            NO            
A If ‘NO’,  Why?                        Unrest            Violence                            Intimidation                   Presence of security forces beyond regulations  

            Inadequate premises                    Lack of materials            Overcrowding                Other: 

9 Are only authorised people present inside the Centre?                                                                                                                YES            NO   
A If ‘NO’, Which unauthorised people are present?                              

           Police                           Army                                                          Other:

B Assess – The presence of these people is :                                             Intimidating                   Interfering with the work of the Centre 

10 NO   
A If ‘NO’, Did you observe :                           Indications of manipulation of received Protocols/Results                                                  

 

11 NO   
A If ‘NO’,  Why?                                                        Lack of materials             Technical problems                            Lack of personnel                   Unrest

         EMB decision                                      Expected delays in the arrival of Protocols/Results                Other:

B For how long?                                                     Less than 1H                     1-4 Hours                                                 4-8 Hours               
          More than 8 hours 

C Assess - Were the sensitive materials secured during the time the Centre was closed?                                                          YES            NO  

European Union
Election Observation Mission
TYPE OF ELECTIONS, DD MM, COUNTRY YYYY

   C. TABULATION

    TEAM                                   DATE                 /                /                  ARRIVAL             :    DEPARTURE             :

F                           % M                          %



111

RESPECT FOR ELECTORAL LAW & PROCEDURES & RIGHT TO AN EFFECTIVE REMEDY
12 Procedures are followed :         1 - Always           2 - Regularly             3 - Erratically           4 - Never            5 - Arbitrarily

A. Verifying authenticity of Protocols/Results
B. 
C. Mathematical corrections
D. Procedures for ballot recounts 
E. Procedures for challenged ballots
F. Procedures for any “special” ballots

A If procedures are NOT (1–Always) applied, Assess – the incorrect application of procedures is due to : 
         Attempts to manipulate                                                              Poor training                                      Tension/ disorder in the Centre                                                  

         Lack of materials                                                                            Technical problems                         EMB decision                        Other:

B Assess YES             NO   
13 Tabulation Data

NUMBER OF REGISTERED VOTERS

NUMBER OF VOTERS REGISTERED ELSEWHERE WHO VOTED

NUMBER OF INVALID BALLOTS

NUMBER OF BLANK BALLOTS

NUMBER OF CHALLENGED BALLOTS

NUMBER OF VALID BALLOTS

NUMBER OF “SPECIAL” BALLOTS

14 NO 

A YES             NO   
15

A If ‘NO’,complaints were :                     

16 Have the Protocols/Results been transmitted to the next level of the EMB according to procedures?                                              YES             NO 

A If ‘NO’,  Why ?                                             Lack of time                             Lack of materials                              Ad hoc transmission 

         Unclear instructions                 Technical problems              EMB decision                                     Other: 

17 Have all party/candidate agents received a copy of the Protocols/Results?                                                                                           YES             NO 

A If ‘NO’,  Why?                                              
         Not present                                 Did not request copies               Arbitrary handing out of copies                                             Other:  

ASSESSMENTS
                               1- Outstanding                2 - Good                 3 - Satisfactory               4 - Poor                  5 -Inadequate

18 Party/ candidate agents’ overall understanding of their role
19

20

21 The transparency of the process
22 The overall conduct of operations

COMMENTS

EU EOM standard observation forms, version 2.1 Developed by NEEDS project © European Commission

G. Manual aggregation
H. Data-entry
I. Proclamation/displaying of results
J. 
K. Procedures for packing, securing and storing materials

NOYES             
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Presidential elections in Ukraine, 2019

XII.	 CODE OF CONDUCT

All intergovernmental organizations and international NGOs in the field 
of election observation have adopted their own codes of conduct, which are 
binding on members of their international EOMs. Although different, all of 
these codes of conduct are structured around the following common princi-
ples: respect for the sovereignty of the host country, respect for the laws of the 
host country, observer impartiality, non-interference in the electoral process, 
transparency and professionalism in the execution of their duties, regulated 
contact with the media, stipulated rights and obligations of the members of 
the EOM.

In order to standardize the different codes of conduct implemented by 
the different organizations in this field, the Code of Conduct for International 
Election Observers was adopted, in October 2005, under the auspices of the 
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United Nations, together with a Declaration of Principles for International 
Election Observation. Both documents were signed by numerous internation-
al election observer organizations, including the European Commission, the 
OSCE, the UN, the Organization of American States, the African Union, the 
Council of Europe, the Inter-Parliamentary Union, the Commonwealth Secre-
tariat, the Carter Center, IFES, the Asian Network for Free Elections and 10 
more.

In December 2021, the EU adopted the Ethical Guidelines for the Code 
of Conduct for EU Election Observers, to strengthen the integrity of its mis-
sions by applying a zero-tolerance policy to Code of Conduct violations. 

These Ethical Guidelines for the Code of Conduct for EU Election Ob-
servers can be found at:

https://www.esteri.it/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/Ethical-Guidelines-
2021-FINAL.docx.pdf

Reproduced below is the Code of Conduct for International Election Ob-
servers adopted in 2005 under the auspices of the United Nations.

International election observation is widely accepted around the world. 
It is conducted by intergovernmental and international nongovernmental or-
ganizations and associations in order to provide an impartial and accurate 
assessment of the nature of election processes for the benefit of the population 
of the country where the election is held and for the benefit of the international 
community. Much therefore depends on ensuring the integrity of international 
election observation, and all who are part of this international election ob-
servation mission, including long-term and short-term observers, members 
of assessment delegations, specialized observation teams and leaders of the 
mission, must subscribe to and follow this Code of Conduct.

Respect Sovereignty and International Human Rights

Elections are an expression of sovereignty, which belongs to the people 
of a country, the free expression of whose will provides the basis for the au-
thority and legitimacy of government. The rights of citizens to vote and to be 
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elected at periodic, genuine elections are internationally recognized human 
rights, and they require the exercise of a number of fundamental rights and 
freedoms. Election observers must respect the sovereignty of the host country, 
as well as the human rights and fundamental freedoms of its people.

Respect the Laws of the Country and the Authority of Electoral Bodies

Observers must respect the laws of the host country and the authority 
of the bodies charged with administering the electoral process. Observers 
must follow any lawful instruction from the country’s governmental, security 
and electoral authorities. Observers also must maintain a respectful attitude 
toward electoral officials and other national authorities. Observers must note 
if laws, regulations or the actions of state and/or electoral officials unduly 
burden or obstruct the exercise of election related rights guaranteed by law, 
constitution or applicable international instruments.

Respect the Integrity of the International Election Observation Mission

Observers must respect and protect the integrity of the international 
election observation mission. This includes following this Code of Conduct, 
any written instructions (such as a terms of reference, directives and guide-
lines) and any verbal instructions from the observation mission’s leadership. 
Observers must: attend all of the observation mission’s required briefings, 
trainings and debriefings; become familiar with the election law, regulations 
and other relevant laws as directed by the observation mission; and carefully 
adhere to the methodologies employed by the observation mission. Observers 
also must report to the leadership of the observation mission any conflicts 
of interest they may have and any improper behavior they see conducted by 
other observers that are part of the mission.

Maintain Strict Political Impartiality at All Times

Observers must maintain strict political impartiality at all times, includ-
ing leisure time in the host country. They must not express or exhibit any bias 
or preference in relation to national authorities, political parties, candidates, 
referenda issues or in relation to any contentious issues in the election pro-
cess. Observers also must not conduct any activity that could be reasonably 
perceived as favoring or providing partisan gain for any political competi-
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tor in the host country, such as wearing or displaying any partisan symbols, 
colors, banners or accepting anything of value from political competitors.

Do Not Obstruct Election Processes

Observers must not obstruct any element of the election process, includ-
ing pre-election processes, voting, counting and tabulation of results and 
processes transpiring after election day. Observers may bring irregularities, 
fraud or significant problems to the attention of election officials on the spot, 
unless this is prohibited by law, and must do so in a non-obstructive manner. 
Observers may ask questions of election officials, political party representa-
tives and other observers inside polling stations and may answer questions 
about their own activities, as long as observers do not obstruct the election 
process. In answering questions observers should not seek to direct the elec-
tion process. Observers may ask and answer questions of voters but may not 
ask them to tell for whom or what party or referendum position they voted.

Provide Appropriate Identification

Observers must display identification provided by the election observa-
tion mission, as well as identification required by national authorities, and 
must present it to electoral officials and other interested national authorities 
when requested.

Maintain Accuracy of Observations and Professionalism in Drawing 
Conclusions

Observers must ensure that all of their observations are accurate. Ob-
servations must be comprehensive, noting positive as well as negative factors, 
distinguishing between significant and insignificant factors and identifying 
patterns that could have an important impact on the integrity of the election 
process. Observers’ judgments must be based on the highest standards for 
accuracy of information and impartiality of analysis, distinguishing subjec-
tive factors from objective evidence. Observers must base all conclusions on 
factual and verifiable evidence and not draw conclusions prematurely. Ob-
servers also must keep a well-documented record of where they observed, the 
observations made and other relevant information as required by the election 
observation mission and must turn in such documentation to the mission.
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Refrain from Making Comments to the Public or the Media before the 
Mission Speaks

Observers must refrain from making any personal comments about their 
observations or conclusions to the news media or members of the public be-
fore the election observation mission makes a statement, unless specifically 
instructed otherwise by the observation mission’s leadership. Observers may 
explain the nature of the observation mission, its activities and other matters 
deemed appropriate by the observation mission and should refer the media or 
other interested persons to the those individuals designated by the observa-
tion mission.

Cooperate with Other Election Observers

Observers must be aware of other election observation missions, both in-
ternational and domestic, and cooperate with them as instructed by the lead-
ership of the election observation mission.

Maintain Proper Personal Behavior

Observers must maintain proper personal behavior and respect others, 
including exhibiting sensitivity for host-country cultures and customs, exer-
cise sound judgment in personal interactions and observe the highest level of 
professional conduct at all times, including leisure time.

Violations of This Code of Conduct

In a case of concern about the violation of this Code of Conduct, the 
election observation mission shall conduct an inquiry into the matter. If a 
serious violation is found to have occurred, the observer concerned may have 
their observer accreditation withdrawn or be dismissed from the election ob-
servation mission. The authority for such determinations rests solely with the 
leadership of the election observation mission.

Pledge to Follow This Code of Conduct

Every person who participates in this election observation must read and 
understand this Code of Conduct and must sign a pledge to follow it.
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General elections in Kenya, 2017

XIII.	 SELECTION PROCESS FOR SPANISH ELECTION 
OBSERVERS

1.	 General considerations 

The Human Rights Office of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, European 
Union and Cooperation is responsible for selecting Spanish short and long-
term election observers, both for OSCE and EU missions and for those of the 
OAS.

In order to present their candidacy for the post of election observers, 
candidates must demonstrate previous experience in international election ob-
servation for EU, OSCE or OAS bodies and/or have participated in one of 
the training courses for STOs conducted by the Human Rights Office from 
2005 to 2012, in collaboration with the Diplomatic School and other organi-
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zations. Said training courses will be resumed in 2022, after a 10-year pause, 
once the approximately 600 observers trained between 2005 and 2012 have 
had the opportunity of participating in at least one mission. Any information 
regarding these courses is usually published on the following webpages of the 
Diplomatic School and of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, European Union 
and Cooperation:

https://www.exteriores.gob.es/es/Ministerio/EscuelaDiplomatica/
Paginas/index.aspx

https: / /www.exteriores.gob.es/es/Poli t icaExterior/Paginas/
ObservacionElectoral.aspx

Selection as an STO requires prior experience in election observation, or 
previous participation in one of the above-mentioned courses.

Selection as an LTO requires prior experience in long-term election ob-
servation or participation in at least two short-term observation missions.

Election observers who meet at least one of the two requirements stated 
above will be included in the Human Rights Office database, entitling them to 
receive all notices received by the Office regarding forthcoming EOMs.

Human Rights Office contact details regarding electoral observation: 

Telephone: 913799858

Email: observacionelectoral@maec.es; isabel.menchon@maec.es

2.	 Selection process for Spanish election observers in OSCE 
missions

Firstly, the Human Rights Office receives an official Note from the Office 
for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (ODIHR), informing Member 
States of the deployment of an EOM for a particular election, and the to-
tal number of observers required. In this Note, ODIHR will request Member 
States to provide an unspecified number of long and short-term observers.
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On receipt of this Note, the Human Rights Office, in coordination with 
the Deputy Directorate for the corresponding geographical area, will decide 
on the political advisability of deploying Spanish election observers, and as 
applicable, how many observers should be deployed. This decision is also 
subject to the constraints of budget availability.

If the decision is taken to deploy them, the observers included in a data-
base created for this purpose will be sent an email requesting those interested 
to send their CV. Subsequently, the long and short-term observers required 
will be selected. In order to be eligible to participate in an OSCE EOM, Span-
ish candidates need to be previously registered in the ODIHR Election Expert 
Database, created in 2017. Once the selection process has been completed, 
the Human Rights Office registers the names of the observers selected in said 
database, which can be accessed here:

https://electionexpert.odihr.pl/Home/HomeIndex

The Secretariat of State for Foreign and Global Affairs of the Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs, European Union and Cooperation bears all of the costs 
incurred for the participation of Spanish observers in OSCE election obser-
vation missions.

The average size of an OSCE EOM varies between 15 and 60 long-term 
observers, and between 200 and 400 short-term observers, depending on the 
size of the country and the election observation needs as determined by the 
Needs Assessment Mission (NAM) for the election process that is to be ob-
served. Each Participating State is allowed a presence of observers that does 
not exceed 15% of the total number of election observers deployed.

3.	 Selection process for Spanish election observers  
in EU missions

In addition to complying with at least one of the two candidacy require-
ments stated above, Spanish citizens who wish to participate in EU observa-
tion missions must previously include their CV in the official roster of EU 
observers, which can be accessed at: 

https://webgate.ec.europa.eu/eom/roster/cv
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In the first step in the process, the Commission sends the Human Rights 
Office of Spain’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs, European Union and Coopera-
tion a Note informing it of the deployment of an EOM in a specific situation. 
In said Note, each Member State is requested to provide the details of a maxi-
mum number of preselected long and short-term observers, normally between 
two and four for each category.

On receipt of this Note, the Office will email the observers included in 
the database created for this purpose, informing them of a call for those in-
terested to submit their CV. A shortlist of suitable candidates will then be 
presented to the Commission, which will perform the final selection. 

The Commission will make a final selection from among the candida-
tures presented by each of the 27 Member States via the aforementioned ros-
ter. The EU’s final selection is made on the basis of a set of criteria including, 
inter alia, the observers’ election experience, professional experience in hu-
man rights, the will to guarantee the inclusion of new observers, assessments 
received by the observers during previous EOMs, the level of knowledge of 
the language of the EOM, and other criteria that the EU may specifically es-
tablish for each EOM. In all cases, this selection shall always reflect the EU’s 
will to strike a balance between genders and nationalities.

The average size of an EU EOM varies between 20 and 50 long-term ob-
servers and between 30 and 60 short-term observers, depending on the size of 
the country and the election observation needs of the country concerned. This 
number of observers shall be divided between the 27 Member States.

The EU bears all the costs incurred in the participation of observers in 
its EOMs.

4.	 Selection process for Spanish election observers  
in OAS missions

In April 2009, a Memorandum of Understanding was exchanged between 
the Secretariat of State of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Cooperation and 
the General Secretariat of the OAS, stating that Spanish election observers 
could participate in OAS EOMs. The maximum number of Spanish observers 
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to be present in each such mission was set at 15%, in accordance with the 
conditions attached to other Permanent Observer countries.

Spain bears the cost of deploying Spanish observers to the capital cities 
of countries where elections are observed and funds the OAS EOMs through 
AECID’s Spain-OAS Fund.

After receiving confirmation of the deployment of an EOM in an OAS 
country for a particular election, the Human Rights Office will email the ob-
servers included in its database, informing them of the forthcoming pre-se-
lection of observers. The resulting list is then submitted to the Department of 
Electoral Cooperation and Observation of the OAS Secretariat for Political 
Affairs. The number of election observers finally selected will depend on the 
funds available to the OAS for the mission in question. 

Spanish candidates wishing to participate in an OAS EOM must be pre-
viously registered on the database created for this purpose by the OAS in 
2017, which can be found at: 

https://www.oas.org/eoms/default.aspx?lang=es

The average size of an OAS EOM varies between 8 and 20 regional coor-
dinators and between 20 and 70 short-term observers. In all cases, its size will 
be determined by the funds received by the OAS for each EOM. Generally 
speaking, Spain is asked to send 1 to 3 regional coordinators and 2 to 6 short-
term observers.
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Presidential elections in El Salvador, 2019

XIV.	 SELECTION PROCESS FOR MEMBERS OF THE 
CORE TEAM

1.	 In the EU

The members of an EU EOM Core Team are directly selected by the 
corresponding unit of the Commission, Foreign Policy Instruments (FPIs), 
in coordination with the corresponding unit of the European External Action 
Service. Calls for candidacies are published at: 

https://fpi.ec.europa.eu/announcements/jobs_en

2.	 In the OSCE 

The appropriate department of ODIHR will directly select the members 
of the EOM Core Team. The call for candidacies is published at: 

http://www.osce.org/odihr/elections
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To be eligible to apply, candidates must be previously included on the 
ODIHR roster of electoral experts, at: 

https://electionexpert.odihr.pl/Home/HomeIndex
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General elections in Bolivia, 2019

XV.	 SELECTION PROCESS FOR MEMBERS OF 
EXPLORATORY MISSIONS, ELECTION EXPERT 
MISSIONS AND EU FOLLOW-UP MISSIONS 

The Human Rights Office will forward to its database of observers, for 
their information, the European Commission’s Call for Candidatures for Ob-
servers for such missions. Those interested are invited to submit their candida-
cy to the Consortium Members listed in the Call. These Consortium Members 
can be viewed on the following EU website in Lots 7 and 12: 

https://ec.europa.eu/international-partnerships/system/files/siea2018-
list-of-all-consortium-members-20220607_en.pdf
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Presidential elections in Ukraine, 2019

XVI.	 SELECTION PROCESS FOR MEMBERS OF THE 
SERVICE PROVIDER TEAM

Persons with extensive experience in the areas of security and/or logis-
tics and who are interested in working in an EOM as a member of the Service 
Provider or Implementing Partner team should directly contact one of the fol-
lowing accredited consortia: Cowater, DT Global, IOM or PARTICIP at the 
following addresses, respectively:

Cowater: Election.Lot2@cowater.com

DT Global: FWC_elections@dt-global.com

IOM: ROBRUSSELSFWCLOT2@iom.int

PARTICIP: lot2-election@particip.de 
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Presidential elections, second round, in Colombia, 2022

XVII.	 SELECTION PROCESS FOR ELECTION 
OBSERVATION AND DEMOCRACY SUPPORT 
COURSES

Election Observation and Democratic Support (EODS) is a project fund-
ed by the EU Commission which began operating in January 2012 on con-
clusion of the NEEDS project and after having won the tender to provide 
EOM training and methodological development activities. EODS includes 
three areas of support for election observation by EU teams: to strengthen the 
methodology of EU election observation, to provide training in EU methods 
to members of the Core Team and LTOs, and to prepare regional organizations 
and networks for election observation.

The Human Rights Office publishes in its database the call for candida-
cies for training courses for LTOs. A shortlist of candidates is then submitted 
to the Commission and the EODS for the final selection to be made.
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With respect to training courses for members of the Core Team, EODS 
publishes the call for candidacies on its website (www.eods.eu) and selects 
the candidates directly. Calls for these courses are also announced on the fol-
lowing EU website:

https://fpi.ec.europa.eu/announcements/jobs_en

In this case, the Human Rights Office merely republishes the call in its 
own database for informative purposes.
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General elections in Paraguay, 2013

XVIII.	TYPES OF ELECTION FRAUD

Isabel Menchón López,
Political scientist, Head of Election Observation at the Human Rights 
Office (MAEC)

1.	 Election fraud

1. A.  Definition

Election fraud can be defined as deliberate interference in the electoral 
process in order to alter the expression of voters’ individual or collective will. 
Fraud distorts citizens’ election preferences, denying voting rights to some 
and amplifying the voices of others. Even when fraud does not materially 
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alter the outcome, i.e., if the election winners turn out to be the same as would 
have occurred in the absence of fraud, its effects are devastating for the sol-
id implantation of democracy because it rewards attitudes that reinforce an 
undemocratic culture and undemocratic values. Fraud may be committed by 
omission, by action or by coercion.

Fraud is more likely to occur in contexts of institutional fragility, where 
fundamental freedoms and rights are not sufficiently guaranteed. Accordingly, 
the severity and magnitude of an act of fraud is related to the effectiveness, 
or otherwise, of government, and of the international community and other 
social institutions in safeguarding these fundamental freedoms and rights.

1. B.  Agents

Fraudulent practices can be perpetrated or promoted by diverse partic-
ipants in the electoral process who may seek to alter the will of the people. 
Among others, the following agents can be identified:

	— Institutional actors: national or local election authorities, State police and 
security forces

	— Political actors: political parties, candidates

	— Economic actors: multinationals, national entrepreneurs, oligarchs, pro-
fessional organizations, business owners’ associations, etc.

	— Civil society: voters, journalists, the media, NGOs, defenders of human 
and civil rights, trade unionists, etc.

	— Organized crime 

1. C.  Nature

Over the last 20 years, the phenomenon of election fraud has evolved 
considerably, and this has important implications for EOMs.

On the one hand, in many countries where election observation takes 
place, the practice of election fraud has tended to be displaced from urban 
environments, characterized by higher levels of education, toward rural ones, 
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which are more vulnerable to intimidation and pressure from political actors 
and are less accessible to outside scrutiny. Thus, election fraud is becoming 
less visible.

Concealment forms part of a broader process of the increasing sophisti-
cation of election fraud. The agents of fraud no longer seek to produce outra-
geous results suggesting 80-90% support, but rather to ensure the triumph of a 
given option with results that do not generate suspicion and appear to maintain 
certain minimum levels of fair competition, pluralism and representativeness. 
Thus, election fraud is ‘civilized’ through subtle management to produce the 
desired results, at all levels.

Election fraud has also been relocated from the traditional environment 
of the polling stations, where voting and counting take place, to the two poles 
of the electoral world that are most vulnerable and, at the same time, the most 
crucial: the electoral roll and the transmission of results. The electoral roll 
should provide an accurate reflection of the electorate and thereby ensure the 
effective exercise of the principle of universal suffrage; the proper transmis-
sion of results, on the other hand, must guarantee the unalterable nature of the 
votes cast. The use of technology in the electoral process, for example in the 
computerized transmission of results, has helped propel fraud into spaces that 
are less visible but at the same time more sophisticated, and therefore less ac-
cessible to observation and monitoring by civil society. However, technology 
also provides a window of opportunity to detect fraud, as has been shown in 
some cases when the online provision of election results, imprudently permit-
ted by agents of fraud, has enabled its detection.

In most cases, fraud is perpetrated discreetly, and those involved seek to 
conceal it. However, in some cases, what could be called «ostentatious fraud» 
is deliberately and strategically employed as an intimidatory display of power 
(to demonstrate where power lies and who controls and manages it).

1. D.  Fraud and bad practice

What distinguishes fraud from bad practice is the existence of intention-
ality as the operational dimension of fraud. Fraud is based on an intentional 
manipulation at a given stage of the electoral process, aimed at altering the 
results and ultimately distorting the formation and/or expression of the will 
of the people.



142

The most common types of bad practice take the form of irregularities, 
shortcomings and/or negligence by actors in the process —the election admin-
istration, political parties, voters, etc.— at some stage during the process, that 
do not correspond to deliberate manipulation or alteration of the popular will 
and which, therefore, can be corrected if there is good will. Examples of bad 
practice include misspellings in the census, the absence of (or poor quality of) 
indelible ink, the failure to apply indelible ink due to poorly-trained polling 
station staff, errors or technical failures on the election administration website 
during the transmission of results, and delays in the resolution of disputes due 
to mismanagement or lack of staff. If a polling station official fills a ballot box 
with marked vote papers they are committing fraud; if they forget to seal the 
ballot box, this is an irregularity. However, the cumulative effect of large-scale 
irregularities can cause a distortion of the popular will, and may ultimately 
provoke the same effects as fraudulent practice.

1. E.  Areas in which fraud takes place 

Fraud can affect any stage of the electoral process; it may occur during 
the formation of the popular will or during its expression, thus infringing prin-
ciples and electoral rights that are globally recognized and protected under 
international and regional human rights instruments. Respect for these princi-
ples and rights determines the democratic quality of elections. A democratic 
election is one that faithfully reflects the will of the people, democratically 
formed and freely expressed. Democratic elections constitute an effective in-
strument for channelling and peacefully accommodating the diversity of inter-
ests and the divisions within a society.

The formation of the popular will rests upon two fundamental principles 
without which no election can be considered truly democratic: plurality in 
competition and fairness in that competition. Moreover, the democratic ex-
pression of the popular will must incorporate and guarantee certain essential 
principles and electoral rights: freedom of suffrage (uncoerced voting, se-
cret ballot, informed voting), equality of suffrage, universality of suffrage (a 
non-discriminatory, inclusive and reliable census, and accessibility of voting) 
and inalterability of the results.

Fraud, seeking to distort the popular will, may infringe any or all of 
these core principles, and may become manifest at any stage of the electoral 
pro-cess.
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1. F.  Systemic fraud

In discussing the different techniques of election fraud, we must first con-
sider systemic fraud, that which is committed from the heart of the system it-
self, under the protection of the regulatory framework. Under systemic fraud, 
the legislation, procedures and rules are applied contrary to internationally 
recognized and protected electoral principles and rights, in order to influence 
election results and thus pervert the formation and expression of the popular 
will.

The concept of systemic fraud also includes the existence of regulations 
which, without being explicitly contrary to the above-mentioned elector-
al principles and rights, are inadequate and therefore facilitate the commis-
sion of fraud, whether intentional or otherwise. For example, mobile voting 
booths, which are provided for the legitimate purpose of ensuring the right to 
vote for those unable to travel to conventional polling stations, may constitute 
an effective instrument of fraud if the regulations do not safeguard this prac-
tice with appropriate security measures. This is also the case when voting is 
enabled at special premises, such as work centres, hospitals, universities, bar-
racks, etc., that are converted into polling stations exclusively for the people 
who work at them. Another practice open to abuse is the registration of voters 
on the same day that the election is held. Systemic fraud can take place at 
different stages of the electoral cycle, in multiple forms, and breaches the fun-
damental electoral rights and principles of universality, equality and freedom 
of suffrage, pluralism and fairness of competition, the right to a free, secret 
and informed vote and the right to an accurate count.

2.	 Fraud techniques and the electoral cycle 

Without seeking to offer a comprehensive list of techniques of election 
fraud, we present the following techniques and patterns, which are among 
those most commonly observed.

2. A.  Definition of political-electoral competition

The basic rules of the electoral-political competition may be circumvent-
ed by the following techniques:
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2. A. a.  Election system

1.	 By delimiting and defining electoral districts with the intention of 
favouring certain candidates, manipulating constituency boundaries 
in accordance with the desired election results (gerrymandering). 
This action violates the principle of equal suffrage.

2.	 By setting election thresholds that are excessively high, in order to 
unduly restrict the right to participation and political representation.

3.	 By establishing formulas for the allocation of seats per constituency 
and/or by converting votes into seats with the aim of overstating 
the representation in legislative bodies of certain parties to the det-
riment of others. As in the case of the manipulation of constituency 
boundaries, this practice undermines the principle of equal suffrage 
and distorts the principle of political representation that is based 
on equality of suffrage and electoral proportionality. When these 
formulas are applied, votes no longer have the same value and large 
variations occur in the ‘price’ of a seat in terms of the votes needed 
to win it. The system by which a bonus in terms of seats is awarded 
to the winning party is the most visible manifestation of the infringe-
ment of the principle of equal suffrage and electoral proportionality.

2. A. b.  Register of candidates 

1.	 When a regulatory body alters the framework of political-elector-
al competition in order to favour or ensure the triumph of a given 
political option. This may be done by imposing unduly strict condi-
tions for political participation and for election competition among 
parties and candidates, in order to restrict election competition to 
a small number of actors, thus greatly limiting or eliminating the 
possibility of political alternation. Another method is to create ‘sat-
ellite’ parties’ to simulate the existence of political competition and 
sow confusion among the electorate. Obstacles to competition may 
be created at source, in the creation of a political party and the pro-
vision or otherwise of legal recognition, as unregistered political 
parties cannot contest elections. We list below some of the unduly 
restrictive conditions that have been used, violating the right to po-
litical participation (i.e., the rights of political parties to be granted 
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legal status) and the principle of plurality in election competition 
(the registration of political parties or candidates to contest elec-
tions). These rights are fundamental aspects of a democratic elec-
tion, ensuring diversity in the choices presented to the electorate.

a)	 The requirement of an excessively high number of party members 
for a political party to acquire legal status.

b)	 The requirement placed on political parties that wish to acquire of-
ficial recognition that they must have a stipulated (and unreasona-
bly high) number of representative offices and/or that such offices 
be present in a specific part of the country or throughout its entire 
territory.

c)	 The requirement that parties must provide a list of all their members 
in each region to a regional registration agency. In a context of au-
thoritarian rule, where the lines between party and State are blurred, 
where the State is the principal economic agent, where political dis-
sent can exact a high cost in terms of employment and access to 
goods and services, this requirement condemns opponents of the 
system to marginalization, since a large proportion of the population 
does not want to be signalled as a member of the opposition.

d)	 The requirement that parties without previous parliamentary rep-
resentation or independent candidates must file a given (and un-
reasonably large) number of signatures of support. This measure 
discriminates in favour of parties already represented in parliament, 
and aims to prevent or restrict election competition as regards the 
entry of new political actors.

e)	 The application of an under-regulated and insufficiently transparent 
system for verifying the signatures of support. Thus, in a context of 
institutional weakness (for example, when the election administra-
tion suffers a lack of independence) there may be a process of in-
strumentalized and discriminatory verification aimed at controlling 
or closing the degree of election competition.

2.	 When the window of opportunity for the creation and legalization 
of parties is deliberately opened only very shortly before the elec-
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tion date. In these circumstances, competition is weak, the opposi-
tion parties have not had time to organize themselves to compete 
on equal terms and they have no chance of altering the status quo. 
Nevertheless, this tactic can confer apparent legitimacy on what are 
formally multiparty elections.

2. B.  Definition of the electorate. Register of voters

The effective implementation of the principle of universal suffrage is 
guaranteed by the production of an electoral roll, one that is inclusive, non-dis-
criminatory and reliable, and which should be a true reflection of those eligi-
ble to vote. Any alteration of that record will influence the election result and 
thereby distort the popular will. The manipulation of the electoral roll, which 
is one of the most common manifestations of fraud, can take place through 
the regulatory framework, by operationally obstructing voter registration (if 
this is done actively), or by the deliberate omission of the necessary updating. 
In either case, such an action has two goals: to prevent certain areas of the 
population (the opposition, vulnerable people, women, minorities, indigenous 
populations) from exercising their right to vote, and granting voting rights to 
members of the population who do not have the right to vote. Some typical 
manipulation techniques are presented below.

1.	 Excluding citizens from the electoral roll, by law, according to their 
gender, ideology, race, economic standing, sexual orientation, etc.

2.	 Deliberately failing to update the electoral roll. Failing to record 
deaths and changes of address, and failing to eliminate duplicated 
data. When this occurs, the electoral roll will include non-residents, 
immigrants, minors, deceased voters, etc., which facilitates multiple 
voting and the impersonation of voters.

3.	 Establishing by law (or permitting, de facto) procedures to enable 
the temporary electoral registration of members of the non-resident 
population in a particular constituency, in order to alter the electoral 
balance. This is especially common in municipal elections.

4.	 Including cross-border populations in the electoral roll in order to 
alter the ethnic balance in contexts where voting behaviour is sub-
ject to ethnic loyalties.
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5.	 Establishing conditions for registration in the electoral roll that are 
intended to exclude a certain segment of the population. Such con-
ditions may take the form of requiring a long period of continuous/
uninterrupted residence, thus excluding refugees and those granted 
asylum. This kind of electoral roll manipulation is mainly used in 
referendums.

6.	 Establishing undue bureaucratic procedures and/or unreasonable 
deadlines for obtaining documentation that is difficult to obtain in 
the context of an administrative system with few resources, which 
is inefficient and overly centralized. The aim of this manoeuvre is 
to make electoral registration difficult for sectors of the population 
that are unwelcome to the authorities. Moreover, in a context of civil 
conflict, this unwelcome population is required to provide certifi-
cates evidencing a past political affiliation, with the aim of recalling 
the collective memory of a brutal repression, thus discouraging the 
presentation of such certificates.

7.	 Failing to provide sufficient information about the electoral regis-
tration process, with the intention of excluding certain sectors of 
the population.

8.	 Allowing an excessively short period of time for errors to be cor-
rected, or not publicizing the existence of this possibility.

9.	 Deliberately committing errors in the transcription of electoral roll 
data in areas where the intention is to exclude part of the electorate.

10.	 Making multiple electoral registrations in order to enable multiple 
voting and voter impersonation.

11.	 Locating polling stations at an unreasonable distance from popula-
tion centres where voting is to be discouraged, thus creating opera-
tional obstacles.

12.	 The insufficient provision of materials or logistical means for vot-
er registration during the census, with the intention of excluding a 
particular sector of the population: for example, supplying insuffi-
cient quantities of resources such as cameras and biometric kits; or 
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providing a bicycle instead of a car when registration officers must 
travel over extensive areas; or providing a car, but only allowing a 
very short period of time, when the registration process involves a 
large population spread over an extensive territory.

13.	 Conducting an intensive registration campaign in areas that tend to 
favour a particular candidacy, recording up to 100% of the resident 
population in the area, or even 130% or 140% of the legitimate elec-
torate, through the registration of minors, or of residents in other 
areas. Conversely, a low density/intensity campaign may be con-
ducted in areas that are largely hostile to the same candidacy. This is 
another example of the use of operational obstacles.

2. C.  The election authority

The election authority is responsible for ensuring the legitimacy of the 
process and for safeguarding the free and effective exercise of voting rights. 
However, it may also be used, under coercion or co-option, to alter the proper 
course of the election.

The actions of the election authority should be governed by the principles 
of independence, neutrality, impartiality, transparency and effectiveness. If its 
independence and neutrality are not guaranteed either in law or in practice, 
then at all levels it becomes a powerful means of committing election fraud, 
whether by commission, omission or coercion, by falsifying documents, val-
idating fraudulent documents, concealing wrongdoing, announcing incorrect 
results, or by various other means. Therefore, the composition of the election 
authority is a matter of the highest political importance and great pains are 
taken to acquire control of this body.

2. C. a.  Regulatory shortcomings that may facilitate fraud

1.	 If the law establishing the composition of the election authority, at 
all levels, does not guarantee its independence and neutrality, per-
haps because its members belong to the ruling party, or satellite par-
ties or civil society organizations that depend on State structures 
and State funding and therefore are highly vulnerable to pressure, 
especially in contexts where the lines between State and party are 
blurred.
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2.	 The non-existence in the legal framework of the concept of electoral 
crime, or the ineffective regulation of this concept.

3.	 The non-existence of effective legal sanctions (enforceable and pro-
portional to the electoral crime) to deter fraud.

2. C. b.  Fraud techniques used by the election authority

1.	 The election authority may refuse to provide information that is 
essential to ensure transparency and plural control of the electoral 
process:

a)	 By refusing to provide copies of the electoral roll to the political 
parties and observers to allow them to verify the quality of the cen-
sus, and to detect possible duplications, errors and the presence of 
minors, deceased persons, non-residents, etc.

b)	 Deliberately supplying false or incomplete information about the 
number of polling stations, and their location, thus facilitating the 
creation and use of «ghost stations», which are not officially regis-
tered as polling stations, and where no voting takes place, but for 
which results are announced, sometimes purporting 100% partici-
pation and 95% of the votes for the favoured candidate.

c)	 By providing no information about the number of complaints, 
claims or electoral disputes formally presented by the opposition, 
organizations or individual voters, or about the content of these pro-
tests. This (non) action is intended to impede or prevent external 
monitoring and control of the dispute resolution process and to con-
ceal the nature and extent of the alleged irregularities.

2.	 The election authority may also enact discriminatory rulings on 
electoral complaints and disputes, thus systematically favouring 
one side.

3.	 Delaying tactics may be used, thus preventing the timely restitu-
tion of complaints and disputes cannot impede the timely restitution 
of voters’ and candidates electoral rights. Alternatively, complaints 
may simply be ignored.
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4.	 Bureaucratic obstacles may be created and delaying tactics em-
ployed, for example regarding the provision of credentials to do-
mestic election observer groups, in order to prevent them from 
properly monitoring the election.

5.	 In areas where the expected results were not obtained, the Central 
Election Commission may replace polling station staff with others 
who are more amenable to the application of electoral fraud.

6.	 The official records of the polling station or of the vote consolida-
tion process may be altered or fabricated by members of the election 
authority.

2. D.  The election campaign

2. D. a.  Fraud techniques that violate the freedom to 
campaign

1.	 The kidnapping or murder of candidates, supporters and/or voters. 
The use of violence has a very precise function: to send a message 
to frighten and terrorize the population in order to alter the popular 
vote.

2.	 The exercise of intimidation that involves the threat or use of vio-
lence and/or the threat of deprivation of goods and services, the con-
cession of which depends on the government or on local authorities. 
In authoritarian contexts, effective mechanisms of social pressure 
and control are applied to manipulate a population that is dependent 
on State structures and funding (officials, government employees, 
military personnel, employees of public companies, etc.). Thus, 
physical intimidation and/or the fear of the loss of employment, 
status, privileges, access to services, etc. can be used to ensure the 
desired election results are achieved.

3.	 Persons dependent on State funding may be intimidated or coerced 
to attend demonstrations of support for the government candidate in 
order to create the fiction of massive support and to provide antici-
patory justification of otherwise questionable results. This strategy 
has two objectives:
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a)	 To send a clear signal to the electorate as to which option is fa-
voured. This is an extremely effective message in contexts where 
the provision of goods and services depends on State structures and 
funds, and where the division between party and State is not clear 
cut.

b)	 To anticipate and emphasize the predictability of a specific election 
outcome, so that neither the eventual victory nor the margin of vic-
tory will be questioned.

4.	 Private owners of billboards to be used for political propaganda 
may be intimidated or coerced not to sell these spaces to the oppo-
sition, under the threat of the withdrawal of the necessary licence to 
use these spaces. Thus, election messages are muffled. Moreover, 
the principle of fairness in campaigning is violated.

5.	 The law may not fully guarantee the fundamental freedoms of ex-
pression, assembly, information, movement and demonstration.

6.	 The legal code may make it a crime to attack the honour of the Pres-
ident and of candidates, and the application of this law is likely to be 
instrumentalized, thus improperly restricting the right of expression 
and information.

2. D. b.  Fraud techniques that violate the fairness of the 
campaign 

The regulatory framework and its implementation must ensure that the 
election campaign takes place under equal conditions for all parties, with eq-
uitable access to public resources, with neutrality and impartiality of all offi-
cial agencies and with the impartial application of the law.

1.	 Campaign financing

	— Campaign financing directly affects election fairness and competitive-
ness. It is also associated with the quality of the political representation 
achieved, the functioning of the political institutions, the definition of 
public policies and the conditions under which a country is governed. 
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One of the main objectives of any system for regulating campaign fi-
nance is that the origin and destination of the funds received by parties 
and candidates should be transparent. Transparency not only acts as an 
antidote to corruption by exposing conflicts of interest, it also plays a 
central role in ensuring that the voting choice made is a well-informed 
one. When funding is effectively regulated, well audited and transpar-
ent, the fairness of electoral competition is reinforced. However, various 
fraudulent techniques in this respect may be applied, such as:

a)	 Non-existent or inadequate regulation of campaign finance.

b)	 The absence of legal provisions setting a ceiling on campaign 
spending.

c)	 The absence of legal provisions regulating the sources of funding 
(private, public or mixed).

d)	 The absence of legal provisions requiring transparency in campaign 
spending.

e)	 The absence of a realistic accountability calendar to ensure the 
transparency of campaign finance within a reasonable time sched-
ule. Providing an excessively lengthy period for this accountability, 
such as one or two years following the election.

f)	 The absence of regulations to establish an audit/supervisory body 
with the legal capacity to audit campaign accounts and to sanction 
infractions.

g)	 The failure to provide the audit/supervisory body with the finan-
cial and material resources needed to carry out its functions inde-
pendently.

h)	 Inadequate legal sanctions, which do not serve as a deterrent and 
fail to ensure fair electoral competition.

i)	 Inadequate rules and procedures for preventing the infiltration of 
money obtained from organized crime.

2.	 The media

	— Both law and customary practice must ensure media plurality and free-
dom of information, together with reasonably equitable access for all 
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candidates to public media outlets, treatment under equal conditions in 
the private media and impartial coverage of the campaign. In this respect, 
the following fraudulent techniques have been observed:

a)	 Freedom of information insufficiently guaranteed by law.

b)	 Intimidation against journalists or media outlets to limit the freedom 
of information.

c)	 Coercion of the media to restrict access to certain candidates, limit-
ing the plurality of information.

d)	 Abuse of the dual nature of institutional official and candidate, lead-
ing to the ubiquitous and unequal presence of the official candidate 
in the media; when equal space is not granted to the other candidates 
this is an abusive use of public resources and makes the electoral 
competition highly unfair.

e)	 Biased coverage by public media to promote a particular candidacy.

f)	 The discriminatory distribution of time slots for broadcasting can-
didates’ election messages, in which the prime time slots are re-
served for official candidates and the other candidates are relegated 
to times when the potential audience is smaller.

3.	 Vote buying

	— Vote buying and vote selling is one of the oldest techniques of fraud 
carried out in electoral competitions. It is more prevalent in countries 
with high rates of poverty and illiteracy and imposes a heavy burden on 
democratic development. It violates freedom of choice and erodes the 
principle of fair competition by favouring those with deeper pockets and 
readier access to sway voters’ decisions. Like intimidation, vote buying 
is highly difficult to detect because it takes place in private spaces that 
are not accessible to those not involved in the transaction. It takes many 
forms, ranging from subtle transactions of exchange of favours to crude 
and simple cash payments. Vote buying can also alter the electoral pro-
cess by methods such as conditional job offers or promises, threats of dis-
missal, the payment of commissions for services rendered, commitments 
regarding future contracts, the adoption or adaptation of legislation to 
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favour certain interests (a form of patronage that mortgages future public 
policies), or the offer of material goods, food, domestic appliances, etc. 
Ensuring the secrecy of voting would help reduce the negative effects of 
this practice by depriving vote buyers of efficient mechanisms to control 
their ‘purchases’. The following are some of the most common and visi-
ble manifestations of vote buying.

a)	 The direct purchase of voting cards from holders who are opposi-
tion voters, to make sure they do not vote or to use them fraudulent-
ly, via impersonation.

b)	 Pyramidal vote acquisition: delivering a certain amount of money in 
exchange for guaranteeing the vote of a given number of relatives or 
friends, whose data must be provided for subsequent inspection at 
the polling station. Among other methods used to control the votes 
bought, mobile phones may be used to photograph the vote cast; 
voters may be accompanied into the voting booth; the votes cast at 
each polling station may be specified; or voters may be subjected to 
an intimidatory presence at the polling station.

c)	 Debit cards may be given to voters, for activation after the elections 
depending on the outcome.

d)	 Goods may be supplied for the personal benefit of local leaders, 
who in turn will ensure the community vote in societies where there 
is a prevailing structure of community loyalty.

e)	 Local leaders of indigenous communities may be granted goods and 
services for the benefit of the community, such as the construction 
of a bridge, water supply infrastructure, bags of seeds for crops, etc. 
This form of vote buying within indigenous communities, which is 
conducted directly or indirectly through the community leader, does 
not require subsequent control mechanisms, as the traditional code 
of honour sanctifies the agreement made.

f)	 The provision of vouchers to obtain food or other goods stored at 
the home of the party representative in each district. These goods 
are delivered after the elections, subject to the desired election out-
come being achieved.
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g)	 Institutionalized vote buying, by which social programmes are pro-
vided to populations that cast their vote as required and provide 
proof of having done so. In some countries, such a distribution of 
basic necessities in impoverished areas is carried out in broad day-
light during the period immediately preceding the election. In some 
cases, appliances such as refrigerators and microwaves have been 
offered in areas that do not even have electricity.

2. D. c.  Other fraud techniques that violate the fairness of 
the campaign

a)	 Legal provisions requiring parties and candidates to apply to the 
Election Administration and/or local authorities for permission to 
hold rallies or demonstrations during the election campaign, rather 
than simply informing them of their intention of doing so. In con-
texts where the independence and neutrality of the authorities are 
not sufficiently guaranteed, the freedom of assembly and expression 
of parties and candidates and their right of equal access to public 
funds are likely to be limited by the authorities’ partial use of their 
prerogatives.

b)	 The (systematic) refusal to allow certain candidates access to cen-
tral public spaces in which to hold meetings; this not only violates 
the principle of equal access to public resources but also reduces 
candidates’ ability to make their proposals known and makes the 
diffusion of their programme less effective, limiting it to smaller 
spaces, with less symbolic value.

c)	 The use and abuse of public funds and other elements of the official 
election framework in favour of a particular candidate.

d)	 The publication of official candidates’ photos but not those of other 
candidates on official Election Administration websites. This can 
produce unfair competition by provoking confusion between the 
status of candidate and that of president.

e)	 National or local newspapers funded from the municipal/State 
budget, and providing coverage of only the official candidate.
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f)	 Conducting surveys during the campaign to predispose the popu-
lation in favour of one election option. Such surveys often fail to 
comply with fundamental methodological requirements.

g)	 If civic and voter education campaigns are not conducted in areas 
where rates of illiteracy are high, this enables the presence and/or 
creation of an environment in which opinions in favour of a given 
candidate may be manipulated or purchased, thus violating the right 
to an informed vote. A fair voting system is based on informed con-
sent.

h)	 The use and abuse of public funds and of other official resources for 
the benefit of one of the candidates. Local authorities, civil servants 
and local leaders may be actively involved in the campaign, a situ-
ation that is in breach of their obligation of neutrality and produces 
unequal access to the media.

2. D. d.  Other fraud techniques related to the manipulation 
of election materials 

	— Election materials may be manipulated prior to the elections, with the 
active participation or complicity of the election authority. This may take 
one or more of the following forms:

a)	 The irregular distribution of voting cards, using the names of dead 
people and migrants in order to enable their impersonation.

b)	 The distribution of false credentials to party representatives and lo-
cal observers in order to ensure control of the voting and counting at 
the polling stations, and to create the fiction of plural control.

c)	 The production of many more ballot papers than are needed, in or-
der to allow fraudulent use, multiple voting and ballot box stuffing.

d)	 The failure to provide effective security mechanisms to safeguard 
custody of the ballot papers, thus enabling the distribution and use 
of illegal ballot papers, and hence multiple voting and ballot box 
stuffing. This form of manipulation could be perpetrated, for exam-
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ple, by requiring a member of the polling station personnel to store 
these materials at home. This situation presents a substantial risk, 
making the person involved vulnerable to pressure.

2. E.  Voting

	— The following forms of irregular electoral behaviour may be observed 
during the voting process.

1.	 Preventing the required number of polling station officials from be-
ing present at polling stations in areas where the political opposition 
is strong.

2.	 Preventing designated polling station officials and deputies from 
attending, and recruiting as substitutes persons who are associated 
with the candidate/party that employs this stratagem.

3.	 Intimidating polling station officials to pressure them to tolerate or 
engage in fraud. This intimidation may be effected by the presence 
of unauthorized persons, associated with the official candidate, to 
supervise the work carried out by the polling station personnel.

4.	 Securing the presence of unauthorized persons, associated with the 
official candidate, seeking to intimidate voters and monitor those 
whose votes have been bought.

5.	 Locating the polling station far from a population centre, in order to 
hamper the exercise of the right to vote.

6.	 Making use of violence in opposition strongholds in order to in-
timidate voters, deprive them of their right to vote and produce the 
desired results.

7.	 Provoking an unjustified and significant delay (of several hours) in 
opening the polling station, to discourage voters, facilitate ballot 
box stuffing and enable the fabrication of results.

8.	 Requiring the early closure of polling stations in opposition strong-
holds.

9.	 Deliberately reducing the size of polling stations where large con-
centrations of voters are expected, creating confusion, and thus 
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making it easier to breach the secrecy of the vote and to control the 
votes that are cast and making it difficult for personnel to discern 
fraudulent behaviour such as multiple voting or ballot box stuffing.

10.	 Allowing unregistered persons to vote, or those with a fake voting 
card, or those failing to produce a voting card. Or allowing persons 
to vote more than once.

11.	 Enabling the presence of false observers and party representatives 
in order to intimidate, to perpetrate fraud and to provide the fiction 
of plural control.

12.	 Multiple voting: this can be facilitated by providing voting cards or 
other accreditation documents to a large group of people to enable 
them to vote several times, to supplant voters or to assume an iden-
tity other than their own, as recorded in the electoral roll. Multiple 
voting is dependent on the complicity of polling station personnel 
and is greatly facilitated if individuals are allowed to register to vote 
on the day of the election.

13.	 Deliberate failures in the distribution of election materials, provok-
ing a shortage of materials in areas where the aim is to reduce or 
prevent the vote; ensuring that only the ballot papers for the official 
party are received, or there are insufficient quantities of those for the 
opposition; failing to provide indelible ink or providing ink of very 
poor quality, thus facilitating multiple voting.

14.	 Diverting election materials from the distribution centre in order to 
stuff the ballot boxes and to manipulate the records elsewhere.

15.	 Ballot stuffing. This may be done by polling station personnel them-
selves, or observers or party representatives, who open the ballot 
box and fill it with prepared ballot papers. Alternatively, voters may 
introduce bundles of voting papers into the ballot box, with the 
complicity of polling station personnel.

16.	 Mobile phones can be used as an effective means of controlling 
bought votes. The photograph of the marked ballot paper is the 
proof of the vote cast.
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17.	 The use of non-transparent boxes facilitates ballot box stuffing.

18.	 Mobile ballot boxes are intended to enable disabled persons, unable 
to travel to the polling station, to vote. However, they may be used 
fraudulently, and contain a quantity of votes that is impossible to 
obtain in a single day, perhaps over 900 votes, during an election 
period of ten hours. Mobile ballot boxes are taken to the voters’ 
homes, and the most optimistic estimate of the rate of voting possi-
ble in these circumstances is that each vote cast will take about five 
minutes. The fraudulent use of mobile ballot boxes is particularly 
prevalent in rural and semi-rural areas, which are more vulnerable 
to pressure and less accessible to observation. This voting mode is 
often used in order to achieve a high (and therefore legitimizing) 
rate of participation and at the same time to produce the results fa-
voured by one party.

19.	 Conveying voters from one municipality to another in order to alter 
the electoral balance, with the complicity of the election authority.

20.	 Abducting polling station personnel responsible for transporting 
(often by motorcycle) the election records from the polling station 
to the vote aggregation centre, to force them to alter the results or 
to replace the election records with others that have been prepared 
previously.

21.	 Creating and operating «ghost» polling stations.

2. F.  Vote counting

	— During the vote counting, the following irregularities may be observed:

1.	 Placing party representatives and observers at a distance which pre-
vents the correct observation of the ballot paper counting.

2.	 The use of delaying tactics to delay the closing of the polling station 
and hence the vote count, until the early hours of the morning, in or-
der to exhaust observers and party representatives into leaving, and 
then to alter the recorded results. In one such episode, the count of 
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700 votes lasted from eight p.m. until three o’clock in the morning, 
in an area of good educational levels.

3.	 The presence of unauthorized persons, associated with the ruling 
powers, to intimidate election observers and opposition representa-
tives, forcing them to sign the results document and deterring them 
from filing a formal complaint about the results published for their 
polling station.

4.	 Failing to reflect the formal complaints presented by observers or 
party representatives about irregularities in the counting process.

5.	 Polling station officials handing observers and party representatives 
blank voting records to be signed, under intimidation.

6.	 Polling station officials inviting international observers to have din-
ner in a separate room during the vote counting, as a strategy of 
distraction in order to manipulate the count.

7.	 Polling station officials failing to display the votes being counted in 
full view, thus facilitating the fraudulent allocation of votes.

8.	 Polling station officials validating bundles of votes that have result-
ed from ballot box stuffing.

9.	 Polling station officials failing to check the number of votes cast in 
the ballot boxes against the number of eligible and registered voters.

10.	 Polling station officials completing the voting records in pencil, so 
that they may later be amended during the consolidation of results.

11.	 Polling station officials altering the results records.

12.	 Polling station officials failing to provide the results records to par-
ty representatives or observers, this being an important safeguard 
against any subsequent manipulation of results.

13.	 Failing to display the results record on the door of the polling sta-
tion.
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2. G.  Compiling the results 

	— During the results compilation, the following irregularities may be ob-
served:

1.	 Not allowing local and international observers or party represent-
atives to enter the results compilation centre, thus facilitating the 
alteration or the simple fabrication of results.

2.	 Establishing separate rooms for receiving election materials, for 
receiving the documentation from the polling stations and for the 
computerized transmission of the results to the national data cen-
tre, to which party representatives and observers have limited or no 
access. This latter phase, being the least transparent, is especially 
vulnerable to the commission of fraudulent activities. Access may 
be denied to these crucial phases of the process on the purported 
grounds that it might disrupt the work being carried out.

3.	 Failing to present the results for each polling station, as they arrive, 
in a single large event accessible to observers and party represent-
atives, but presenting them only after computer transmission. Ac-
cordingly, the authenticity of the results is not guaranteed, because 
they may have been tampered with during reception of the polling 
station documentation or during data transmission.

4.	 The legal power granted to the polling station officials of the pro-
vincial election commission to correct mathematical errors may be 
used illegally to alter the results.

5.	 In some cases, observers and party representatives are only allowed 
to be present in the room where the results are obtained for each 
polling station, and not during the subsequent compilation and com-
puter transmission.

6.	 Blank documents may be given to the members of the provincial 
election commission, to be completed according to instructions re-
ceived.

7.	 The voting records may be changed if the results do not correspond 
to those expected.
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8.	 Compilation of the results may be suspended, with members of 
the provincial election commission alleging tiredness or technical 
problems. However, their real intention is to escape the scrutiny of 
inconvenient witnesses and to resume the process later without pro-
viding sufficient notice to observers. By this means, the results may 
be altered to fit the desired pattern, according to the needs of the 
moment.

9.	 The computerized transmission system may crash (or be brought 
down), thus creating a ‘black hole’ whereby the results can be ma-
nipulated.

2. H.  Resolving election complaints, appeals and disputes

	— Other ways in which election fraud may be committed involve deter-
rence, excessive bureaucracy, delaying tactics and partiality in the reso-
lution of claims and appeals, by means such as the following.

1.	 The law may restrict those eligible to file electoral complaints or ap-
peals. In some countries, neither the voters nor domestic observers 
are allowed to present formal complaints.

2.	 Excessively long intervals between the filing of disputes and com-
plaints and their resolution, thus preventing adequate reparation and 
the restitution of electoral rights. In some cases, the legal system 
may take up to two years to reach a decision.

3.	 Excessive bureaucratic requirements may be imposed, hindering or 
discouraging the filing of complaints and claims. In this respect, too, 
the time allowed to do so may be excessively short, or the documen-
tation required, very difficult to provide.

4.	 Authoritarian political systems with effective mechanisms of so-
cial control are effective instruments of deterrence. The existence 
of such a situation would explain voters’ reluctance or refusal to 
lodge formal complaints and claims that produce an administrative 
record, for fear of reprisals. When self-censorship does not function, 
intimidation comes into play, aimed at representatives of opposition 
parties or at observers, either at polling stations or at the data centre 
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where results are compiled. This intimidation is intended to deter 
people from presenting complaints or to punish them for exercis-
ing this right, seeking, in addition, to send a message to anyone 
else who might be thinking of doing so. Cases abound of domestic 
election observers or representatives of opposition parties being ex-
pelled from the polling station after submitting a formal complaint 
of ballot box stuffing. This type of reaction sends a clear message to 
party representatives and election observers elsewhere.

5.	 If in the context of an authoritarian system the barrier of intimida-
tion is overcome and a complaint or appeal is presented to denounce 
an irregularity, on many occasions the complaint is either reject-
ed, on the (unjustified) grounds of defects of form, or if accepted, 
it is ignored, without even initiating the stipulated procedure for 
resolution. If the requisite procedures begin, the case may not be 
conveyed to the appropriate agency. Moreover, there is often a glar-
ing discrepancy between the number of complaints that the parties 
claim to have presented and the number that the Election Authority 
acknowledges having received.

6.	 Delaying tactics may be employed in resolving electoral complaints, 
appeals and disputes, thus preventing proper reparation of the harm 
done and adequate restitution of electoral rights.

7.	 There may be bias in the judgments made, as a consequence and a 
manifestation of the lack of independence of the bodies concerned.





165

 FRAUD

Appeals 
and 
disputes

Political-
electoral 
competition

Voter 
registration

Election 
Authority

Election 
campaignVoting

Vote 
counting

Vote 
consolidation

POST-ELECTION PERIOD 

EL
EC

TI
O

N 
PE

RI
O

D 

PRE-ELECTION PERIOD
-Limitations on who 
is entitled to appeal

-Gerrymandering

-High electoral thresholds

-Unfair formulas for assigning seats

-Burdensome legal conditions for 
registering parties and candidates

-Short period between party 
legalization and election 

date
-Exclusion of some 
citizens from the 
electoral roll

-Bureaucratic obstacles to 
registration on the electoral roll

-Out-dated electoral roll

-Altered electoral roll

-Independence of the Election 
Authority not guaranteed by 
law

-Election offences not criminali-
zed / lack of effective sanctions

-Lack of transparency by the 
Election Authority

-Discriminatory 
actions and use of 

delaying tactics 
by the Election 

Authority
-Inadequate regulatory 
framework governing 
campaign financing

-Prevention / 
delay of the opening 
of polling stations

-Intimidation of voters and 
polling station officials 

-Intimidation

-Observers 
excluded from 

the vote consoli-
dation centre

-Election Administration 
allowed to correct mathema-
tical errors

-Delivery of blank election documents 
to the Election Administration 

-Exclusion of observers from recep-
tion of documents and from the 
electronic transmission of results 

-Alteration / fabrication 
of results

-Observers and party repre-
sentatives kept away from the 
counting

-Observers forced to sign 
election validation documents

-Non-acceptance of formal 
complaints
-Fraudulent assignment of votes

-Election validation docu-
ments completed in pencil

-Non-delivery 
of election 
validation 
documents

-Deliberate failings in the 
distribution of material
-Deliberate failings in the distribution 
of material. Manipulation of material

-Impersonation
-Multiple voting

-Ballot box stuffing
-Ghost polling 

stations

-Media: freedom, plurality and 
fairness in information not 
guaranteed
-Unfair access to public resour-
ces / non-neutral Election 
Authority

-Vote buying

-Insufficient logistic resources

-Registration en masse in 
favoured areas

-Excessive bureaucratic requi-
rements to present an appeal

-Slowness and delaying tactics in 
resolving appeals

-Bias in resolving appeals

-Intimidation of observers 
and party representatives

Fraud techniques at different stages of the electoral cycle



166

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Rafael López Pintor: El Fraude Electoral en las Democracias Emergentes: 
conceptos básicos para una evaluación. [Electoral Fraud in Emerging De-
mocracies: Basic concepts for an evaluation.] December 2010 IFES

Chad Vichery and Erica Shein: Assessing Electoral Fraud in New Democ-
racies: refining the vocabulary. December 2012 IFES 



167

General elections in Malawi, 2019

XIX.	 GENDER AND ELECTIONS

Lluís Juan Rodríguez
Specialist in gender and elections

Significant gender inequalities exist throughout society, including the 
world of politics in general and the electoral process in particular. Although in 
many countries the equality of rights of men and women is legally recognized, 
in many cases social conditions do not allow the establishment of de facto 
equality, and so women, whether as candidates, voters or members of civil 
society, face multiple obstacles to the effective enjoyment of their rights at the 
different stages of the electoral process.

In terms of political representation, although women make up about half 
of the world population, their scant presence in national parliaments, at just 
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21.4% worldwide, 4 is a good reflection of the discrimination to which they 
are subject when seeking to hold public office and positions of responsibility 
in politics, which remains a very masculine environment. Women candidates 
face many barriers to election, including discrimination in the legal frame-
work of elections, patriarchal power structures within political parties, restric-
tions on election campaign financing, unequal treatment by the media and 
social perceptions of politics as a world reserved for men.

Women voters, too, face multiple challenges to the effective exercise of 
their electoral rights. In this respect, limitations to registration on the electoral 
roll, a lack of understanding of voting procedures and the violation of the 
secrecy and individual nature of the vote, among other aspects, may limit the 
voting rights of both men and women, but it is often the latter who are more 
severely affected.

Among other aims, this chapter seeks to:

•	 Present the basic notions and concepts of gender.

•	 Examine the inequalities that arise between men and women at dif-
ferent stages of the electoral process, thus introducing a gender per-
spective into the analysis of the electoral cycle.

•	 Analyse the responsibilities of the different members of an Election 
Observation Mission in the analysis of gender dynamics in the elec-
toral process.

4	 As at 1 December 2013. Further information is available at: www.ipu.org
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1.	 Basic concepts of gender

•	 Gender and sex

Sex refers to the biological differences between men and women, while 
the concept of gender concerns the socially and culturally constructed dif-
ferences between the sexes. The notion of gender is closely associated with 
the different ways of conceiving and interpreting masculinity and femininity, 
i.e., gender identities, which are neither unique nor monolithic, but diverse, 
flexible and continuously evolving. Gender identities are situated within the 
framework of specific power structures, in which different social roles are 
often attributed to men and women, with biological differences between the 
sexes often being used as a pretext in order to perpetuate social inequalities.

•	 Gender roles and stereotypes

The concept of gender role refers to types of behaviour that are gener-
ally perceived as appropriate for men and women in a given society. Gender 
stereotypes consist of images, opinions or prejudices that refer to men and 
women as homogeneous groups, ignoring their individual characteristics and 
describing partial or derogatory aspects.

Gender roles and stereotypes foster discrimination and reinforce inequal-
ities between men and women, contributing to the perpetuation of a system of 
patriarchal domination in which the productive sphere and public spaces are 
reserved for men, while women are excluded from these areas and relegated 
to the domestic sphere.

•	 Direct and indirect discrimination

While the legal framework in many countries recognizes the equal rights 
of men and women, there is often a breach between legal or formal equality 
and real equality, such that on occasion the necessary social conditions do 
not exist for women to effectively enjoy the rights that are recognized by law.

Direct discrimination refers to the unequal treatment received by men 
and women when the fact of belonging to one gender or the other affects the 
enjoyment of a right. Indirect discrimination, on the other hand, takes place 
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when belonging to one or the other gender is not taken into consideration for 
the effective enjoyment of a right, but in fact the conditions do not exist for 
legally-recognized equality to be made effective.

2.	 The gender perspective in the electoral process

The perspective of the election cycle is a useful tool that allows us to 
view the election as a process with different stages, rather than an event that 
occurs at a specific moment in time. Following this election cycle perspective, 
we shall now identify the main obstacles encountered by women, in the vari-
ous stages of the electoral process, to the effective enjoyment of their electoral 
rights, whether as voters, candidates or members of civil society.

•	 Stage 1: The legal framework

The legal framework in which democratic elections can be held is com-
posed of international and regional instruments, as well as domestic law and 
regulations governing the electoral process.

In some cases, the legal framework for the electoral process may contain 
discriminatory provisions affecting the electoral rights of men and women. 
Moreover, even when prevailing legislation does not contain such discrim-
inatory provisions, the principle of equality between men and women is not 
always applied in practice.

Another relevant issue is the extent to which those involved in the elec-
toral process are aware of and respect the legal framework. In societies where 
relations between men and women are mainly patriarchal, women are usually 
more affected by ignorance of the legal framework applicable to elections, and 
so they are not always fully aware of their rights and responsibilities as voters 
and candidates.

	○ International instruments promoting gender equality in 
the electoral process

Many international standards have been promulgated in which gender 
equality is considered essential to the holding of democratic elections. The 
following are some of the most significant:
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	— The Universal Declaration of Human Rights

The right of active and passive suffrage is enshrined in article 21 of the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR). Articles 19 and 20 recog-
nize, respectively, the right to freedom of opinion and expression and the right 
to freedom of peaceful assembly and association, respect for which is among 
the internationally accepted standards for democratic elections. Furthermore, 
article 7 proclaims the principles of equality before the law and of protection 
against discrimination, while article 2 establishes the universality of the rights 
and freedoms set out in this Declaration, regardless of sex or any other condi-
tion. Although the UDHR is not legally binding, it is an international ethical 
point of reference whose moral weight and standing have become firmly es-
tablished within the international community.

	— International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights

The right of active and passive suffrage is enshrined in article 25 of the 
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR). In the same 
document, articles 19, 21 and 22 recognize, respectively, the right to freedom 
of opinion and expression, the right to peaceful assembly and the right to 
freedom of association. Furthermore, article 26 states the principle of equality 
before the law and of protection against discrimination, and article 2 estab-
lishes the universality of the rights and freedoms recognized in the ICCPR, 
regardless of sex or any other condition. The ICCPR is legally binding on the 
States that have ratified or acceded to it.

	— Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination Against Women

Article 7 of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimi-
nation Against Women (CEDAW) sets international standards on the political 
participation of women, declaring the need to eliminate discrimination against 
women in political and public life, regarding especially their right to vote, 
to stand for election, to hold public office, to perform public functions and 
to participate in non-governmental organizations and associations. Moreover, 
article 4 of CEDAW states that the adoption of temporary special measures 
aimed at accelerating de facto equality between men and women shall not be 
considered discrimination. CEDAW is legally binding on the States that have 
ratified or acceded to it.
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	— Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action

The adoption of the Declaration and Platform for Action in 1995, during 
the Fourth World Conference on Women, represented a breakthrough in the 
promotion of equality between men and women in many areas, including that 
of electoral contests. The Declaration urges States to take the necessary meas-
ures to ensure a balanced representation of women and men at all levels of 
government, and encourages political parties to incorporate gender issues into 
their political agendas, and to examine their structure and internal procedures 
in order to remove barriers that discriminate against women, either directly or 
indirectly. The Declaration and Platform for Action represents a moral com-
mitment, but does not establish legally binding obligations on States.

	— UN Security Council Resolution 1325 on Women, Peace 
and Security

The adoption of this Resolution in 2000 contributed to the inclusion of 
gender issues in peacekeeping operations and to the particular needs of wom-
en and girls being taken into account in conflict and post-conflict situations. 
The Resolution also calls on those involved in negotiating and implementing 
peace agreements to take measures to ensure respect for the human rights of 
women and girls, with particular respect to the Constitution, the electoral sys-
tem, the police and the judicial system.

	— Millennium Development Goals

The Millennium Declaration, adopted in 2000, sets out the Millennium 
Development Goals, composed of eight human development targets for 2015, 
as a means to spur action to resolve the major problems facing the world at 
that time. The third of these Millennium Development Goals is to promote 
gender equality and the empowerment of women. In addition, the UN Agenda 
for development after 2015 maintains the fight for gender equality as one of 
its priorities.

	○ National legal framework with respect to gender equality 
in the electoral process

The legal framework within which elections take place usually compris-
es the Constitution, electoral law and legislation on political parties and polit-
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ical funding, among others, in addition to numerous regulations that develop 
the content of these laws. We now examine two issues that are of vital impor-
tance in this legal framework for elections: gender quotas and the impact of 
the electoral system on equal representation. 

	— Gender quotas 5

Quotas are used in elections to reserve a proportion or a given level of 
representation for a particular social group; in the case of a gender quota, this 
is for women, and it is usually done in order to ensure a certain degree of 
participation by women in the institutions. This measure is very often contro-
versial and can have many detractors. However, its use in elections can have 
very positive effects in terms of achieving equal representation, as evidenced 
by the elections held in Rwanda and Senegal, among others. The introduction 
of gender quotas is an interim measure of temporary affirmative action, which 
is in line with article 4 of the CEDAW.

There are various types of gender quota. It may be mandatory, established 
in law and enforceable, or otherwise. Political parties may voluntarily decide 
to apply a gender quota. Furthermore, there is a difference between gender 
quotas that consist in setting aside for women a number or a percentage of 
seats in the institutions, and quotas that establish a given percentage of women 
to be included on the candidate lists of political parties. In the latter case, to 
ensure the effectiveness of the quota, it is necessary to take into account the 
order in which men and women appear on the parties’ lists of candidates.

	— Impact of the electoral system on equal representation

The choice of electoral system in a country has a major impact on how 
and the extent to which men and women are democratically elected as politi-
cal representatives; crucial in this respect are considerations such as the type 
of constituency, the structure of the ballot papers (or lists of candidates) and 
the electoral formula used. Regarding the type of constituency, multi-member 
districts usually achieve a greater representation of women candidates than 
single-member constituencies. With regard to the structure of the lists of can-
didates, those that best promote the representation of women candidates are 
usually closed, ‘zipper’ lists which are ordered such that the women candi-

5	 Further information is available at: www.quotaproject.org.
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dates are in favourable positions. Finally, proportional electoral formulas are 
often more favourable to the election of women candidates than are majority 
electoral formulas.

•	 Stage 2: Planning and execution

The actions of the election administration have a significant impact on 
gender equality as regards the electoral rights of candidates and voters. The 
election administration is usually a male-dominated institution, especially at 
decision-making levels. But in addition to its composition, it should be borne 
in mind that the election administration often issues regulations implementing 
electoral law, and therefore this body has room to manoeuvre, to facilitate or 
hamper the presence of greater gender equality within the system.

The existence of data enabling analysis by gender is a matter of the ut-
most importance in the planning and execution of the electoral process, as it 
allows planners to make a clear diagnosis of the inequalities between men and 
women and on this basis to take appropriate action. Gender-specific data, for 
example, may reveal the unequal representation of women and men on the 
electoral roll or highlight differing levels of participation by men and women 
voters on election day.

•	 Stage 3: Training and education

The development of voter information and civic education programmes 
can have very positive effects in terms of women’s participation in elections, 
especially in contexts where citizens are unaware of the implications of the 
right to vote and may have a poor understanding of the procedures to be fol-
lowed to make this right effective. It is essential that such programmes be 
gender sensitive, taking into account the specific needs of men and women.

•	 Stage 4: The electoral roll and the nomination  
of candidates

In some countries, the presence of women on the electoral roll may be 
considerably lower than that of men. This unequal participation by women 
may be due to many factors, including a poor understanding of the procedures 
for registration on the electoral roll. In addition, when registration officials do 
not visit voters’ homes, door to door, but voters must travel to a given regis-
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tration centre, it is necessary to consider the different degrees of accessibility 
enjoyed by men and women to such voter registration centres.

Political parties can play a key role in promoting the electoral partici-
pation of women, particularly in the process of nominating candidates. It is 
important that within the political party there should be a culture of gender 
equality, and that gender relations should be balanced, to ensure the sufficient 
representation of women in their lists of candidates.

•	 Stage 5: Election campaign

Women candidates tend to suffer discriminatory treatment by the me-
dia, whose coverage of the election campaign often relegates women to the 
background and reproduces gender stereotypes, minimizing their qualities as 
candidates, referring more to their physical attributes and associating them 
with the traditional roles of wife and mother. Moreover, the scant presence of 
women as sources of information and the absence of issues related to gender 
equality in the coverage of an election campaign aggravates the «gender cen-
sorship» imposed within the media. The Global Media Monitoring Project, 
the largest international research project on gender inequality in the media, 
sheds light on these trends in information processing. 6

In addition, women candidates often experience difficulty in financing 
their election campaign, and in general have fewer economic resources than 
male candidates.

•	 Stage 6: Voting operations and election day

On election day, women may encounter many obstacles to the effective 
exercise of their right to active suffrage, such as the existence of family vot-
ing, in which a family member, usually the father or husband, casts the votes 
for all other members of the family unit. Sometimes, moreover, the secret 
and individual nature of the vote is not respected and women are not able to 
express their opinion by voting freely on election day. A poor understanding 
of voting procedures can also hinder the effective practice of the right to vote; 
this can affect both sexes, but it is usually women voters who are most affect-
ed. Finally, the levels of participation of men and women on election day are 

6	 Further information on the GMMP available at: http://www.whomakesthenews.org/ 
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often unequal; this may be due, among other factors, to a lack of motivation 
among women with respect to elections and politics in general, which still 
tend to be viewed as belonging to an area reserved for men.

•	 Stage 7: Verification of the results

One of the problems faced by male and female candidates during the 
verification of the results is that the processes for resolving election disputes 
are often poorly understood, especially by women candidates. In addition, 
male candidates are sometimes unwilling to accept an adverse result when the 
election winner is a woman.

•	 Stage 8: Post-election period

The post-election period is a very good opportunity to promote equality 
between men and women in the electoral process. The time after the election 
is when democratic institutions should be strengthened and women’s capac-
ities promoted, not only in terms of personal development, but also regard-
ing the creation of associations of women in politics, such as associations of 
women parliamentarians. Moreover, during the post-election phase the legal 
framework for holding elections could be reformed, eliminating provisions 
that might be gender-discriminatory and adopting affirmative action measures 
to ensure a balanced participation of men and women in politics.

•	 Gender violence in the electoral framework

Violence can occur at any moment during the election cycle, but it often 
becomes more intense during the election campaign, on the day of the elec-
tion, during verification of the results and following their publication. Election 
violence is defined as acts, intimidation, threats and physical attacks perpetrat-
ed in order to influence the outcome of an electoral process or those arising in 
the context of an electoral contest.

Gender-based violence refers to all forms of violence directed against 
a man or woman because of their membership of a particular gender, or that 
affect men or women disproportionately. This form of violence constitutes a 
grave violation of human rights. Due to the unequal power relations present 
between the sexes in many societies, women are often victims of gender-based 
violence, to a much greater extent than men.
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Gender violence within the electoral process constitutes a specific type 
of electoral violence. In many contexts, it is not uncommon for women vot-
ers, candidates, observers and members of the election administration to be 
subjected to threats, intimidation or even physical attacks intended to limit 
or impede the effective exercise of their electoral rights, merely because they 
are women.

3.	 The gender perspective in election observation

The aim of Election Observation Missions (EOMs) is to determine the 
extent to which the electoral process takes place in accordance with domes-
tic law and with international standards for democratic elections, including 
those regarding gender equality in the electoral process. In addition, EOMs 
can make recommendations to improve the process, including measures to 
increase the levels of female participation and representation in democratic 
institutions.

The main challenges that arise in regard to the observation of gender 
dynamics in the electoral process, together with some of the competencies 
assigned to EOM members in this area, are described below. Said assignment 
of competencies is broadly in line with the election observation methodology 
prescribed by the EU and the OSCE (ODIHR). 7

According to ODIHR, the EOM should compile key statistical data on 
gender issues, including the number and percentage of male and female mem-
bers of the outgoing Parliament and those elected to the new one, the num-
ber and percentage of female ministers in the former government and in the 
newly-elected one, the percentage of female candidates among all candidates 
and the positions they occupy in the party lists, the gender composition of 
the different levels of the election administration and finally, the number and 
percentage of men and women registered on the electoral roll.

7	 Handbook for Monitoring Women’s Participation in Elections, OSCE/ODIHR (2004)
  	 Further information is available at: http://www.osce.org/odihr/elections/
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•	 Core Team

Sometimes the EOM has a gender analyst or focal point, who forms part 
of the Core Team, but usually a cross-cutting approach is adopted, with differ-
ent experts in the Core Team, each from their respective area, being respon-
sible for analysing questions related to equality between men and women in 
the electoral process.

	○ Legal analyst

The legal analyst is responsible for analysing the effects of the Constitu-
tion, the laws and other regulations on the electoral rights of men and women, 
and for determining whether this legal framework contains gender-discrimi-
natory provisions.

	○ Political analyst

The political analyst studies the power structures and gender cultures 
found within political parties, determining the percentages of men and women 
members and analysing the leadership positions held by men and women. The 
political analyst is also responsible for determining how political parties’ lists 
of candidates are constructed and the extent to which women are represent-
ed on these lists. Finally, the political analyst monitors the development of 
the election campaign, examining whether issues relevant to the interests of 
women are addressed, and analysing whether political parties use strategies to 
attract the votes of women.

	○ Election Analyst

The election analyst considers the gender composition of the different 
levels of the election administration, including the decision-making level, and 
the possible influence of the electoral system on the representation of men 
and women, with respect to questions such as the type of constituency, the 
electoral threshold, the structure of the ballot paper, the lists of candidates and 
the electoral formula applied. The election analyst also examines the possible 
effects of a gender quota on levels of female representation within democratic 
institutions. Finally, the election analyst considers the degree to which the 
process of voter registration enables a balanced representation of men and 
women on the electoral roll.
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	○ Media analyst

The media analyst monitors the media coverage of the election cam-
paign, using quantitative and qualitative research techniques, and taking into 
account the fact that male and female candidates are usually treated different-
ly. The media visibility of women candidates is often minimized and they are 
often referred to in terms of traditional gender stereotypes.

•	 Long-term election observers

The long-term election observers report regularly to the members of the 
Core Team on gender dynamics in the context of the electoral process in their 
respective area of observation, including information such as the number and 
percentage of women candidates and of women who are elected, the propor-
tion of women in regional and local election administration, and the gender 
composition of the electorate, among other issues.

•	 Short-term election observers

The short-term election observers inform the EOM about the gender 
composition of the polling station personnel, the levels of participation of 
male and female voters during election day, any indications of family voting 
or other situations in which the secrecy and the individual nature of women’s 
voting are not respected, and any other relevant issues that might occur during 
the voting day.
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Conclusions

In the current global context, women continue to face serious discrimi-
nation in many aspects of the electoral process, whether as candidates, voters 
or members of civil society, and their electoral rights are often severely re-
stricted. Indeed, in many cases the existing power relations between men and 
women seem to perpetuate a system of domination in which politics is viewed 
as an exclusively male domain, while women are condemned to social exclu-
sion and relegated to the domestic sphere.

However, women comprise approximately half of the world’s popula-
tion and it is only right that they be properly represented in the institutions 
of government and be able to participate actively in the electoral process. 
Despite the major difficulties they face, many women throughout the world 
continue to fight for gender equality. Women’s associations are fighting for 
recognition and respect for their rights; women candidates strive to overcome 
discrimination in the different stages of the electoral process and thus be elect-
ed as political representatives; women voters do their very best to effectively 
exercise their right to vote, despite the pressure and intimidation to which they 
are constantly subjected. The patriarchal view of the electoral process, which 
limits the rights of women, is under constant challenge from emerging social 
concepts favouring equality between men and women, as is recognized in the 
corresponding international instruments of human rights.

From this perspective, election observation contributes to the develop-
ment of gender-inclusive elections, flagging up any gender inequality ob-
served in the electoral process and making recommendations to ensure a bal-
anced participation of men and women in future elections. This is no easy 
task, because inequalities between men and women sometimes go unnoticed, 
as they have been normalized within a thoroughly sexist social structure. The 
methodology applied in EOMs organized by the EU and the OSCE/ODIHR is 
an invaluable tool, greatly facilitating the identification of gender inequalities 
in the electoral process. In addition, in order to detect these inequalities, it is 
essential that the observer should keep a critical eye on the electoral process 
from the gender perspective and, above all, when in doubt, use common sense.
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Federal elections in Mexico, 2018

XX.	 THE OBSERVATION OF MEDIA COVERAGE 
DURING ELECTIONS

Xabier Meilán
Electoral consultant and lecturer in law at the University of Girona

The media are situated at the intersection of the rights of the three major 
players in an election: the right of voters to cast an informed vote, the right of 
candidates and parties to communicate their programmes to the voters, and the 
right of the media to report without undue constraints. An EOM that ignored 
the media, therefore, would fail to take into consideration one of the essential 
aspects of the election. Furthermore, the lack of independence or freedom of 
the media, or an excessive degree of editorial homogeneity, could seriously 
affect the democratic quality of an election. For these reasons, numerous na-
tional and international EOMs include units responsible for monitoring elec-
tion coverage by the media.
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1.	 Evaluating the legal framework

As in the evaluation of other aspects of an election, the media monitoring 
unit of an EOM will consider whether the host country is complying with its 
international obligations. In practical terms, this means that one of the first 
tasks of the head of the EOM media unit is to identify the applicable inter-
national treaties and agreements that have implications for the media, and 
then to verify that they are respected. These international instruments, once 
signed and ratified, acquire the same status as national laws. Nevertheless, 
this assessment is not always easy to perform, as such treaties are often for-
mulated in very general terms and do not specify details of the procedures to 
be followed.

The media analyst will then examine whether domestic law concerning 
the media is consistent with the country’s international commitments, whether 
it is respected in practice and whether the media are allowed to operate free-
ly and efficiently. Unlike the case of international instruments, domestic law 
and the regulations issued with respect to elections may regulate very specific 
activities by the media during elections, for example, the obligation not to 
transmit messages favouring any candidate during the period of reflection, 
or rules regarding the publication of opinion polls or the purchase of election 
propaganda slots.

An EOM media monitoring unit will also assess compliance with 
non-mandatory standards, such as codes of conduct for the media or voluntary 
agreements, which those involved have agreed to respect despite the absence 
of any legal obligation to do so.

Finally, elections can lead to situations that are unforeseen or not formal-
ly regulated. Such situations frequently arise in an environment in which the 
media are continually undergoing technological transformation, as is the case 
today. For example, could the election authority take legal action against a 
local or foreign citizen who published election messages on the internet for a 
candidate when the period for legally doing so had expired?

When national laws do not regulate media-related activities, the analyst 
has two options: to evaluate actions and situations in accordance with the 
relevant international instruments, or to evaluate them in terms of what is 
considered good practice in other countries.
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Several international treaties, including the International Covenant on 
Civil and Political Rights (1966), the European Convention for the Protec-
tion of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms (1950) and the American 
Convention on Human Rights (1969), accept the limitation of certain rights 
related to the freedom of expression, provided that such restrictions are con-
sidered necessary for a democratic society, are codified by law and are intend-
ed to protect social interests, for example, national security, public order or 
the rights and freedoms of others. From such a limitation, it could be inferred, 
for example, that it is legitimate and acceptable to impose a fine on somebody 
for using the internet to recommend voting for a candidate, when the period 
allowed for campaigning has expired. Before applying this benchmark for 
evaluation, however, the analyst must verify that the country has in fact signed 
and ratified the treaty in question. Otherwise, reference to a treaty, when it 
has not been ratified, should be made with caution, as a simple indication of 
accepted practice in other countries or even continents.

When no international instrument can be invoked, the analyst may focus 
on practices observed in other contexts, ideally in countries in the same region 
as that of the host country, to assess whether there exists a consensus among 
political parties and civil society organizations regarding these practices.

2.	 Monitoring the media

Besides evaluating the legal framework within which the media operate, 
the EOM media analyst should examine a sample of the media to determine 
whether they are reporting on the election candidates in a relatively balanced 
and impartial way.

The methodological tool to be used for this purpose is that of content 
analysis. This technique is commonly applied in social science research, and 
involves the compilation of statistics from any text, written or oral, in accord-
ance with a rigorous, systematic coding process. In the context of an EOM, 
this tool allows us to evaluate how much space (in the press) and time (radio 
or television) are assigned by the media to the main candidates, and whether 
this corresponds to the social support they enjoy or to reasonable expectations 
of their obtaining political representation. This question is important not only 
because the law sometimes requires the media to be fair and balanced, but 
also because media bias or lack of plurality could affect general principles that 
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must be observed in all democratic elections, namely the provision of equal 
opportunities to all candidates, and the right of voters to have high-quality 
information so that they may cast an informed vote.

The practice of a content analysis during an election campaign has be-
come commonplace in EOMs over the last 30 years, but many carefully rea-
soned decisions must still be taken by the media analyst. These decisions will 
depend on factors such as the budget available, the telecommunications infra-
structure in the country and the number of media outlets.

We now provide a brief overview of the major decisions to be taken by 
an EOM media analyst and the factors to be taken into account in this respect.

2.1.	Technical and human resources

The nature of the media content analysis performed depends in part on 
the technical and human resources available to the EOM, and these in turn 
depend on the budget provided.

In the limited time available for an observation mission, the task of me-
dia analysis cannot be achieved by a single analyst, but requires a team, how-
ever small. In EU and OSCE observation missions, 4-8 persons are normally 
included in a media monitoring team, depending on the circumstances of the 
country, and particularly on the number of media outlets it is considered rea-
sonable to analyse.

The media analyst is a member of the Core Team, but media monitors are 
usually recruited within the host country. These persons need not have previ-
ous experience in this type of operation, but it is highly advisable that they 
be graduates in social sciences and have a solid understanding of the current 
political situation in their country. However, it is not considered necessary, or 
even desirable, for media monitors to be journalists, since this might mean 
they have preferences, or even prejudices, derived from their professional ex-
perience regarding the media, and this could bias their analysis.

As regards the technical equipment necessary for the media monitoring 
operation, the following are the basic, essential materials:

1.	 Copies of the newspapers (and magazines) to be analysed.
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2.	 Radio and television receivers with built-in or external record-
ers. Alternatively, computers capable of receiving radio and tele-
vision signals, and of recording them at pre-set times. In the latter 
case, laptops are preferable, since the built-in battery ensures that 
the radio and television signals being received and recorded will not 
be lost if there is a power cut. If the mission budget is not sufficient 
to purchase laptops, or if they are unavailable for purchase in that 
country, the acquisition of power stabilizers and electric genera-
tors should be considered, to ensure uninterrupted media reception 
and recording in the event of a power cut. 

The only disadvantage of buying computers to record radio and tel-
evision signals is that if several radio and TV channels have to be re-
corded simultaneously, a separate computer will be needed for each 
one (software enabling more than one TV channel or radio channel 
to be received and recorded at the same time is not yet commonly 
available). In addition, account should be taken of the drawbacks of 
using the same computers for recording the signal and for encoding 
the data obtained. Among other problems that may arise with the 
simultaneous performance of these tasks is the possible need for 
additional RAM.

3.	 Rulers to measure the space allotted to each election item consid-
ered in the press analysis.

4.	 Chronometers to determine the duration of the election items re-
corded from the radio and television.

5.	 Headphones to listen to television and radio recordings.

6.	 Computers with which to save the encoded summaries of the me-
dia recordings made.

7.	 Basic software (word processing and spreadsheets, at least) and 
programs for audio and video recording and playback.

8.	 Office supplies, especially paper and pens, files in which to save the 
encoded information summaries and blank DVDs for archiving the 
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radio and television recordings (or for copying said recordings from 
the computer hard drives).

2.2.	Selecting the media samples

One of the media analyst’s key tasks is to select the media to be moni-
tored. This decision will be determined by the number of monitors available 
and by the characteristics of the host country. No matter how small this is, it 
will be virtually impossible for even a large group of monitors to comprehen-
sively monitor all the national media around the clock. Therefore, the selec-
tion made must take into account not only the resources available, but also 
certain other criteria.

The most basic criterion is that of the media’s obligations. In some coun-
tries, the Constitution and/or subordinate legal texts require the media to be 
impartial and balanced. Sometimes it is the electoral law that dictates the ob-
ligations, which may only concern the conditions under which election propa-
ganda should be published or broadcast, or may also refer, more generally, to 
information coverage.

Even if the legislation is not explicit as to the obligations of the media (it 
usually is with respect to election propaganda, but not to editorial content), it 
is understood that State channels of communication must be particularly fair, 
since they are financed from the State budget or other public funds, either 
totally or partially. Accordingly, these media should provide a similar space 
in their programming during the election campaign to the different candida-
cies, at least to those which have reasonable and comparable chances of being 
elected (this is usually measured in terms of the results achieved in previous 
elections).

In addition to State media, it is a generally accepted principle that broad-
cast media (radio and television), whether public or private, have greater obli-
gations than the press and therefore are subject to greater demands for fairness, 
even if this is not expressly stated by law. The rationale behind this principle is 
that in all countries both radio and television are subject to a licensing system. 
This licensing is justified not only because broadcast frequencies are limited 
and it is necessary to ensure that no transmission invades the space assigned 
to another, but also because radio and television broadcasts occupy the ra-
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dio spectrum, in other words, the country’s airspace. This airspace is publicly 
owned and therefore its use creates public obligations similar to those appli-
cable to State-controlled media as regards fairness and independence. By con-
trast, the written press is distributed using a paper medium, which is a private 
good, inexhaustible (at least in theoretical terms) and available to anyone who 
wishes to acquire it (or rather, to those who have the resources to do so). In 
consequence, imposing conditions on the press, beyond the prohibition of in-
citing hatred, threatening State security, or acting against fundamental general 
interests, is viewed as a limitation of the freedom of expression.

In short, State-controlled media (usually public radio and television, but 
sometimes also press outlets), due to the public funds received, plus non-State 
radio and television channels, by virtue of occupying a public space, are usu-
ally included in the media sampled by EOMs. Many media monitors also 
include the press in their samples, given its importance as a reference source 
in many countries (many radio and television stations in developing countries, 
lacking resources, read out newspaper reports to supplement the absence of 
journalists or access to news agencies), even if their formal obligations during 
the election campaign are no more than to comply with the limits placed on 
the publication of election propaganda.

The total number of public and private radio and television stations can 
be very large. What criteria, then, should be applied to make a selection that 
can be addressed with the resources available? A common criterion is the size 
of the audience; it makes more sense to examine the radio and television chan-
nels that have the largest audience, and which therefore have the greatest po-
tential to sway opinions, than smaller ones. However, influence is not only a 
question of audience size. In many countries, the ethnic-linguistic standpoint 
should be taken into account. Thus, it may make sense to select media in the 
language(s) used by certain communities or groups whose electoral behaviour 
is decisive to the governance of the country.

In addition, and for the same reason of limited resources, it may be 
necessary to limit the hours during which radio and television broadcasts 
are monitored, restricting coverage to the hours of maximum audience. This 
prime time, which varies according to the specific characteristics of the host 
country, is usually when the main news programmes, or at least those of great-
est potential influence, are transmitted. Ideally, the time slot chosen for the 
media monitoring should be the same for all the radio and television stations 
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selected, or at least very similar and of the same duration; otherwise it could 
be problematic to compare the results for various channels.

What about the internet? At present, the EOMs conducted by the EU 
and the OSCE do not monitor internet information providers, although as the 
use and influence of this medium expands, its exclusion from the usual me-
dia monitoring practices is becoming less justifiable. There are many reasons 
why it is not currently monitored: first, the internet is subject to only minimal 
regulation, for reasons analogous to those concerning the press, and therefore 
it would not make sense to determine whether candidates and parties receive 
similar or differing coverage via this medium; second, in many countries 
there are no reliable audience-rating systems, which hinders the selection of 
a sample of the most important sites; third, in many developing countries, the 
internet audience is limited to the classes of a higher socio-economic status; 
finally, the content analysis methodology is not yet as standardized for the 
internet as it is for the press, radio and television.

2.3.	What should be analysed?

After determining the number of monitors and having selected the media 
sample, the next step is to design the content analysis, i.e., to define the unit of 
analysis and the variables to be recorded.

The EOMS of the EU and the OSCE, which are the organizations that 
have conducted systematic analyses of media content since the 1990s, have 
largely formalized these definitions. Thus, in the media content examined, the 
unit of analysis is usually the mention of a candidate, party or member of a 
political party in the media. This means that whenever the monitors observe, 
in any of the selected media, a mention of a candidate, party or political party 
member, they should record a specific series of variables characterizing the 
context of this mention. These variables are first recorded manually in code 
sheets 8 and then transferred to spreadsheets where they are statistically pro-
cessed. To cite some of the most commonly used, these variables are the date, 
the name of the media outlet in which the mention was made, the type of jour-
nalistic item (election propaganda, news story, editorial, feature story, inter-
view, etc.), the type of actor referred to (party, party member or candidate), the 
party to which the actor belongs, their gender, the area in square centimetres 

8	 Some example code sheets can be seen in Appendix 1 to this Chapter.
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occupied by the statement (if made in the press) or its duration in seconds (if 
made on the radio or television) and the tone of the statement, that is, whether 
the statement was positive, negative or neutral toward the actor.

The key variables are the last two: the space/length dedicated to the men-
tion and its tone. The latter is the more problematic of these aspects, because 
a judgment must be made by the monitor, and this may be subjective. These 
two variables are of crucial importance in enabling analysts to answer the 
following fundamental questions about the media coverage of the election:

	— Do the leading media outlets in the host country provide the same space/
time to the main parties and candidates in the election? If not, which 
parties and candidates benefit and which ones lose out?

	— Are the State-controlled media fair? What about the private media?

	— Are broadcast media fair to the election candidates? What about the 
press?

	— What tone is used in the media to report on or deliver opinions about par-
ties and candidates? Is it predominantly positive, negative or neutral? Do 
any parties or candidates receive disproportionately positive or negative 
coverage?

	— What treatment do the media give to female candidates in comparison 
with male candidates?

	— Has any specific party taken up a disproportionate share of the election 
propaganda slots in the selected media?

The answers to these questions enable the analyst to measure the fairness 
and impartiality of the media in the host country during the election campaign, 
that is, whether the leading candidates or political parties receive similar cov-
erage, both quantitatively (in terms of space or time) and qualitatively (posi-
tive, negative or neutral).

Content analysis is a powerful tool, providing very precise answers to 
these questions. It is therefore most important that media monitors should 
be well trained, based on written rules supplied by the media analyst, so that 
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anyone who wishes to do so can replicate the content analysis performed and 
draw similar conclusions.

In addition to the provision of appropriate training, the quality of the 
media content analysis can also be upheld by means of periodic tests of re-
liability, both internal and external. Internal testing consists of supplying 
pre-encoded materials to a media monitor and asking him/her to encode them 
again. Under external testing, the team members encode materials that have 
been previously encoded by their colleagues. In both cases, there should be a 
reasonable degree of agreement, approximately 80%. If this is not achieved, 
further training sessions and more frequent testing should be conducted. In 
order to avoid irreparable mistakes, these tests should be carried out during 
the monitors’ training period (3-7 days, depending on the time available).

3.	 Media observation activities

Evaluating the legal context of election coverage in the media and ana-
lysing the content of this coverage naturally require the media analyst to make 
a judgment on various issues, including the role of media supervisory bodies 
during elections; the appropriateness of standards related to the publication 
and broadcasting of election propaganda; the degree of compliance with these 
standards; the existence and quality of opinion polls; election debates; and the 
existence or otherwise of a period of reflection.

The media analyst must assess the role of the agency that oversees com-
pliance with the rules for the media during the election period. Such an agency 
may be the election administration itself, if it is independent and has jurisdic-
tion in the matter. Alternatively, it may be an independent standing committee 
for the media, or otherwise one that is a specialized office of the election 
administration that is activated for this purpose for a limited period. Final-
ly, it may be the national telecommunications board, i.e., the State agency 
that grants radio and television broadcasting licences; in some countries, this 
agency is also responsible for media oversight during election periods. But 
whatever form it takes, the agency in question must act independently and its 
decisions must be impartial and fair.

As regards the rules for the transmission/publication of election prop-
aganda, the debate continues between those who advocate diverse degrees 
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of restriction on advertising, ranging from a total ban on paid-for election 
messages up to their complete liberalization. Whatever the position adopt-
ed, restrictions are commonly placed on election propaganda, in countries all 
over the world. This is usually justified by reference to the principle of equal 
opportunities; if there were no such limit, this would give an enormous advan-
tage to candidates with greater economic resources. Nevertheless, if election 
propaganda is limited, this must be done via rules that are clear and equally 
applicable to all candidacies. Moreover, all restrictions must be accompanied 
by a transparent and effective system of control.

Polls and debates are a standard part of modern election campaigns. 
However, both forms of expression can provoke doubts and conflicts and 
oblige the EOM election analyst to issue an informed opinion.

Opinion polls are a classical tool of social science, but they do not always 
provide an accurate forecast of the election result, in some cases because pub-
lic opinion changes between the polling date and that of the election, and in 
others because the poll presents technical defects or has been blatantly manip-
ulated. Polls must comply with certain minimum ethical standards concerning 
their organization and publication (codes of reference are published by the 
major international organizations in this field, such as ESOMAR, AAPOR 
and WAPOR), and their publication (although not the polling itself) is usually 
subject to a temporary prohibition, for periods ranging from one or more days 
before the election to several months.

Exit polls are a special case, because they are carried out on the very day 
of the election. These polls present important methodological challenges, aris-
ing from the rapidity with which they must be performed and interpreted, and 
from the particular pressure imposed on voters, who for various reasons might 
not state their real voting choice. Very commonly, the publication of exit poll 
results is not allowed until the first provisional data are issued by the election 
authority, although neither is it uncommon for these results to be published as 
soon as the polling stations close.

With respect to election debates, the main problem is the frequent need 
to exclude some candidates in order to ensure their smooth running and to 
enable a real exchange of views. Obviously, it would be ideal for such debates 
to be as inclusive as possible, especially when they are organized by a public 
institution. Therefore, if any candidate or candidates must be excluded due to 
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the excessive number of potential participants, the criteria for their exclusion 
must be explicit, clear and reasonable.

Finally, the period of electoral reflection can also be problematic, because 
of the difficulty of defining just what is understood by electoral activity. There 
are no commonly accepted standards for its duration, and the only aspect on 
which there is a consensus is that of the suspension of election propaganda, 
but not on other forms of political communication that might sway the vote 
one way or another in a more or less subtle way.

4.	 The press officer, the long-term observers and the media 
analyst

The Core Team member who works most closely with the media analyst 
is probably the press officer. Indeed, the proximity of these two roles is such 
that sometimes a single person must perform the media analysis and also con-
duct press-related activities during EU observation missions.

However, this overlapping of functions is not recommended, for two rea-
sons. First, the workload involved in carrying out these two tasks is very con-
siderable, and possibly excessive for a single person. Second, the objectives 
of the media analyst and of the press officer are very different and may even 
be contradictory. Indeed, if the work of the press officer is to obtain the best 
and widest possible coverage of EOM activities, this task does not appear to 
be compatible with that of assessing the balance and fairness of the media pro-
viding this same coverage, and with which the press officer wishes to establish 
and maintain good working relations. This conflict of interests is especially 
apparent when the results of the evaluation will be made public and could be 
critical of the media in question.

Long-term observers are responsible for the mission at the regional level, 
and can obtain useful information for the media analyst, whose analysis, in 
most cases, is based exclusively on observation of the major national media. 
Long-term observers do not have the resources and expertise to perform a 
content analysis, but, aided by the media analyst, they can obtain a snapshot 
of the status and role of the local media and incorporate it into the final report 
made by the media analyst. In other words, long-term observers can be the 
eyes and ears of the mission at the local level, and this is also true with regard 
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to observation of the media. The analyst can and should guide their analysis, 
for example, by providing them with a basic semi-structured questionnaire 
to be presented to the principal media outlets in their geographic area. These 
questionnaires contain fundamental questions about issues such as respect for 
the media’s freedom of expression; relations between broadcasters and pub-
lishers, on the one hand, and parties and social movements on the other; their 
policies regarding the publication/broadcast of election propaganda, etc. If 
these questionnaires are systematically and rigorously designed, applied and 
analysed, they can greatly expand the outlook of the media analyst, thus en-
riching the analyses and reports made.

5.	 The media report

The preliminary and final reports made by EU and OSCE EOMs always 
contain sections concerning the media. The preliminary report, as for the other 
areas of the mission analysis, summarizes the findings of the media observa-
tion team. This summary is produced one or two days after the election and 
the main findings presented will not differ substantially from those included 
in the final report. The contribution of the final report lies, rather, in its greater 
level of detail. In addition to the main conclusions drawn from the analysis, 
the final report usually contains an overview of the media operating in the host 
country. Moreover, it identifies the major companies involved and the charac-
teristics of media consumption in the country and describes the configuration 
of the communications sector. In addition, the main laws affecting the media 
are analysed and the statistics and graphs obtained in the media analysis are 
presented (in the preliminary report, there is usually only space for a very brief 
summary of these aspects, if anything).

Apart from these two key stages of an EOM, there may be exceptional 
circumstances that call for the mission team to issue a statement on something 
affecting the media. Under these unusual circumstances, the decision to make 
a statement or not will depend on the view taken of the media by the Core 
Team, the importance of the role played by the media in the host country in 
general or in this election in particular, and the seriousness of the facts that call 
for a statement to be considered. Such circumstances might be, for example, 
the kidnapping or assault of journalists or a flagrant and repeated violation of 
an important rule affecting the media.
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6.	 Future challenges to media observation

In this section we have described the basic forms of media observation, 
as practiced by the two international organizations with most experience in 
this area (the EU and the OSCE). These practices could be applied, with 
the appropriate modifications to suit local conditions, in similar observation 
missions conducted by other national or international organizations. As men-
tioned above, media monitoring activities have come to be standardized with 
the experience gained over the past 30 years although, as in many areas of 
contemporary social life, their suitability is now being called into question by 
the emergence and growing importance of the internet.

It is not only the fact that, as its use is becoming widespread among 
all socio-economic groups, it is increasingly unjustifiable to exclude internet 
activities from the media samples whose content are analysed. The internet 
is not just one more means of communication; it is a channel that is already 
being utilized by all the traditional media (newspapers, radio and television). 
They are evolving to fit into this new environment and are undergoing radical 
changes. Moreover, the internet is breaking down the boundaries of the nation 
state and calling into doubt the applicability of many of the election rules pre-
viously taken as unquestioned. Who can prevent a debate being organized, or 
election propaganda distributed (whether favouring or aggressively opposing 
a candidate), within or outside the permitted periods of the election campaign, 
or survey results being disclosed before the polling stations have closed, when 
this is done from servers based abroad? Beyond a doubt, EOMs and media 
monitoring officials in particular will have to modify their practices in order 
to remain relevant in today’s online society.
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Appendices: Code sheets and keys to codes for  
media monitoring

Code sheet and the corresponding key.

A code sheet is a template that contains all the references to significant 
political actors (candidates, parties, party activists, etc.) observed by each 
monitor in the media assigned to them. The monitor must complete a mini-
mum of one code sheet per day per media outlet assigned.

At the top of the code sheet is a space for the date, the code for the media 
outlet and the code for the monitor. Each of the lines below this space corre-
sponds to one mention. The same number of variables are always determined 
for each mention (in the example shown, which is for the written press, the 
variables are page, type of item, actor, etc.).

The next space on the code sheet contains the key, which is an exhaustive 
list of all the possible values for each of the variables.

After completing the code sheet (for convenience, by hand), the monitor 
must transfer the data to a spreadsheet or database for statistical analysis and 
for the corresponding graphs to be generated.
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CODES FOR PRESS ITEMS

Date: Date of publication. Date in DD/MM format.

Media Code: Code of the publication observed.
La Prensa = 20
El Nuevo Diario = 21
La Trinchera de la Noticia = 22
Bolsa de Noticias = 23

Monitor code: Name of the monitor.

Page: Page number

Item type:
Election propaganda (party or candidate) = 1
News story = 2
Interview = 3
Feature story = 4
Photo story = 5
Opinion piece = 6
Editorial = 7
Letters from readers = 8
Cartoon = 9

Actor:
Member of the executive = 1

INCLUDES: President, Vice President, Ministers or other senior 
member of the Executive
DOES NOT INCLUDE: Civil servants, Ministerial experts, members 
of the Supreme Electoral Council, members of the Army

Member of the National Assembly = 2
Any member of the National Assembly, whichever their party

Mayor, councillor or member of a provincial government (Atlantic Coast) = 3
Party or coalition (or any of its members) = 4

Candidate:
Yes = 1
No = 2
Not applicable = 3 (if the actor is the party as a whole and not one of its 
members)
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Election:
This category refers to the election in which the actor is (or is not) a 
candidate
Non-election or not applicable = 0 (when the actor is not a candidate or is 
the party in general, unrelated to the election)
Presidential = 1
National Assembly = 2
Parlacen (Central American Parliament) = 3
More than one election = 4

Party:
FSLN = 1
PLI (including MRS) = 2
PLC = 3
ALN = 4
APRE = 5

Gender:
Not applicable = 0 (when the actor is the party, not just one of its members) 
Female = 1
Male = 2

Quote:
The actor’s words are not quoted verbatim = 0
The actor’s words are quoted verbatim = 1

Area: Media coverage space in sq. cm. Only the figure is written. 

Tone: (only if the item is not election propaganda): 
 -1 = Negative;  
0 = Neutral;  
+1 = Positive

Observation
Brief description of the content of the item including the reference to a 
significant actor
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Presidential elections in El Salvador, 2019

XXI.	 SOCIAL MEDIA OBSERVATION 

Aldara Collet Rodríguez-Viñes
Election observer and specialist in social media

What are social media? 9

Spain’s Royal Academy of the Spanish Language defines social media as 
global digital communication platforms connecting a large number of users. 

This global connection between many users from different countries 
makes it possible to create virtual communities which, in recent times, have 

9	 This chapter of the Handbook is based on publications by the European Union, the United 
Nations Special Rapporteur for Freedom of Opinion and Expression, the Open Society 
European Policy Institute, Supporting Democracy, Democracy Reporting International 
(DRI), the National Democratic Institute (NDI), the International Foundation for Elec-
toral Systems (IFES), the Carter Center, Media4Democracy, UNESCO and the Venice 
Commission.
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evolved towards becoming mechanisms for data collection, disinformation 
and advertising. 

The proliferation of hoaxes and disinformation on the internet and social 
media, especially during election campaigns, in addition to a lack of mecha-
nisms to counter these practices, is a global reality. EOMs have seen the need 
to monitor these practices, which have a significant impact on election re-
sults and on voters’ right to accurate information without interference. EOMs 
should increasingly insist on including the analysis of online campaign com-
munications —in particular of social media campaigns— in their election 
observation methodology, to assess whether the key principles underpinning 
democratic elections are observed online.

Social media users

In January 2021, the global number of internet users increased by 7.3% 
compared with the previous year. 

According to the Digital 2021 Report published by We Are Social and 
Hootsuite, the internet currently has 4.66 billion users, representing 59.5% of 
the population (7.83 billion people). According to the same report, 8.1 million 
Spaniards have become active social media users in the past year, and 80% of 
the population uses online platforms.
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Audiovisual media continue to have the most wide-ranging scope. How-
ever, certain social media are so widely used as sources of information that 
they may surpass traditional media. This is the case of Facebook, which by the 
end of 2020 had 2.7 billion active users (i.e. those who have connected in the 
past 30 days), making it the largest social network in the world. The company 
also claims that more than 3 billion people use at least one of its platforms 
(Facebook, WhatsApp, Instagram or Messenger). 10

Facebook is in the leading position, followed by YouTube, Instagram, 
Twitter and the media websites. 

10	 https://www.statista.com/statistics/264810/number-of-monthly-active-face-
book-users-worldwide/
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As for instant messaging services, WhatsApp tops the ranking, followed 
by Facebook, Messenger and WeChat. According to We Are Social, by Jan-
uary 2021 the global number of WhatsApp users had reached the 2 billion 
mark. 

As for instant messaging services, WhatsApp tops the ranking with re-
gard to the spread of information, followed by Facebook, Messenger and 
WeChat. 
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Social media and elections 

Analysing social media constitutes a challenge due to the complexity of 
technological platforms because, given the extraterritorial and global natu-
re of many networks, the service provider and the user are often located 
in different places. It is also extremely complex to analyse them in depth, at 
the international, regional or national level.

EOMs base their observations, analysis and recommendations on inter-
national and regional human rights principles and commitments, and on good 
electoral practices. Pursuant to these principles, States must not unduly inter-
fere with the exercise of fundamental rights, including freedom of expression. 
Any attempt to regulate content and its spread online —especially in the case 
of content relating to election campaigns— must strike a balance between the 
freedom of expression of the candidates and the protection of other civil and 
political rights, such as the right to participation, privacy and non-discrimi-
nation. One of the aspects analysed by an EOM is whether the fundamental 
right to personal data protection (protection of privacy) is guaranteed. To date, 
no global method has been developed to describe how these two principles, 
which to a certain extent are incompatible, can be respected in the virtual 
space. 

The international rules and principles that should guide an EOM’s social 
media observation, are as follows:

1.	 Freedom of expression. The guarantees of freedom of expression 
in traditional media are equally applicable to the internet. 11 Restric-
tions on this right are legitimate if they are provided for by law 
and are necessary to protect a greater interest recognized in interna-
tional law (legality, legitimacy and proportionality). 12 Pursuant to 
the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), 
freedom of expression can be limited when the restrictions are nec-
essary to guarantee respect for the rights of others, including the 

11	 Article 19 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights; General Comment 
34 of the UN Human Rights Committee; the Joint Declaration on Freedom of Expression 
and the Internet, of the UN Special Rapporteur for Freedom of Opinion and Expression, the 
OSCE Representative on Freedom of the Media, the OAS Special Rapporteur for Freedom 
of Expression

12	 «Lawful restrictions on civil and political rights», Democracy Reporting International. 
Click here to download the report.
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right not to be discriminated against, not to be subjected to inhuman 
or degrading treatment, not to be subjected to arbitrary interference 
in their private lives, etc. The problem arises when legislation on 
online content is privatized. 13

2.	 The right to political participation. This right cannot be exercised 
without freedom of expression, which is also necessary for the for-
mation of opinions. The public narrative in civil society must be 
neutral and free from unreasonable influences, distortions and inter-
ference that are susceptible to manipulation. Although information 
exists about international standards on freedom of expression and 
the internet, the theme of «no manipulation» of ICCPR article 25 14 
has yet to be explored, above all with respect to the transparency of 
online election campaigns or disinformation online. 

3.	 Right to privacy. This is recognized in the international sphere as 
the fundamental right to privacy and to data protection, and States 
are required to adopt effective measures to guarantee that private 
data are truly private. 15 The problem arises when it is not known 
how said data are obtained or how they are utilized —for example, 
in digital campaigns— as well as the impact of their use. 

Limitations on these three rights may be legitimate (and be justified on 
ethical and moral grounds), but it must be observed whether such restrictions 
are legal (that they fall within a legal framework). The search for balance be-
tween freedom of expression and «non-manipulation» of the right to political 
participation represents a challenge for EOMs.

There are other aspects to be taken into account during the observation of 
the electoral processes and the content of online campaigns:

13	 «Prevent undue media dominance or concentration by privately controlled media groups in 
monopolistic situations that may be harmful to a diversity of sources and views» (https://
conf-dts1.unog.ch/1%20SPA/Tradutek/Derechos_hum_Base/CCPR/00_2_obs_grales_
Cte%20DerHum%20%5BCCPR%5D.html#GEN34).

14	 «Online Threats to Democratic Debate, A Framework for a discussion on challenges and 
responses», Democracy Reporting International Click here to download the report.

15	 General Comment 16 of art.17 section 10 and Resolution 68/167 of the UN General As-
sembly provide that the same rights that people have offline must also be protected online, 
and requires all States to respect and protect the right to privacy in digital communication.
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a)	 Transparency. This is a fundamental principle in the regulation of 
online campaigns at the national and supranational levels. 16 Disin-
formation and mala praxis distort voter opinions. The key element 
is that citizens should be able to distinguish the content (its nature, 
the purpose of the content, etc.) from its source. 

Transparency is also monitored in relation to the financing of digital 
campaigns.

b)	 Equality and non-discrimination. These are cross-cutting aspects 
of human rights. 17 In the context of a digital campaign, discrimina-
tory language, hate speech and the incitement to violence against 
specific communities and groups may promote generalized intoler-
ance and exclude these groups from political debate and participa-
tion offline. Candidates may see their possibilities reduced by this 
type of content, which promotes intolerance. In a parallel manner, 
the algorithms used by companies and technological platforms and 
the artificial intelligence used to automate decision-making can dis-
criminate against social, ethnic or religious groups. 18

c)	 Right to an effective remedy. 19 Several private companies owning 
social media have adopted mechanisms for content self-regulation. 
The UN Special Rapporteur on the Promotion and Protection of the 
Right to Freedom of Opinion and Expression identifies five types of 
content that can be legitimately restricted: child sexual abuse ma-
terial, incitement to hatred, slander, direct and public incitement to 
commit acts of genocide and the advocacy of national, racial or reli-
gious hate that constitutes an incitement to discrimination, hostility 
or violence. 20

16	 UN Human Rights Committee, General Comment 25, 1996; Report of the Special Rappor-
teur on the Promotion and Protection of the Right to Freedom of Opinion and Expression, 
2014 (A/HRC/26/30).

17	 UN Human Rights Committee «Non-discrimination, together with equality before the law 
and equal protection of the law without any discrimination, constitutes a basic principle 
in the protection of human rights», article 2.1 of the International Covenant on Civil and 
Political Rights.

18	 UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights, 2001: https://www.ohchr.org/doc-
uments/publications/guidingprinciplesbusinesshr_en.pdf

19	 UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights, 2001: https://www.ohchr.org/doc-
uments/publications/guidingprinciplesbusinesshr_en.pdf

20	 Report of the Special Rapporteur on the Promotion and Protection of the Right to Freedom 
of Opinion and Expression, 2011.
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d)	 Blocking, filtering and take-down of content. National authori-
ties and internet service providers (ISPs) have been using measures 
aimed at deleting content or preventing access to the web in order to 
control undesired, illegal or controversial content, including incite-
ment to hatred. These measures must be judged on the basis of the 
freedom of expression and its legitimate limitations. 21

21	 Report of the Special Rapporteur on the Promotion and Protection of the Right to Freedom 
of Opinion and Expression, 2011.
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Use of social media by traditional media

Most national and local media have a digital version. In particular, those 
audio-visual and print media with large numbers of viewers/readers have 
websites and significant presence on Facebook and Twitter. 

The use of blogs and social media is not usually considered journalism. 
However, if traditional media, such as television networks and newspapers, 
use websites and social media, these form part of their content and, therefore, 
must be addressed by the analyst using the same methodological approach 
that the EOM use for traditional media. 

The same happens when the products are purely digital, as this represents 
traditional journalism in a new format. The question as to whether regulation 
of the media is applied equally to them must be evaluated on a case-by-case 
basis. 

The Council of Europe has encouraged Member States to renew their 
approach to media in the digital era. It proposes a set of six criteria to identify 
and define «media»: (1) intent to act as media, (2) purpose and underlying 
objectives of media, (3) editorial control, (4) professional standards and ad-
herence to the system of media responsibility, (5) outreach and dissemination 
and (6) public expectation (meeting public expectations regarding availability, 
reliability, etc.). 22

Do social media also form part of the traditional media? And if so, should 
they be guided by national standards and the legal framework for the media? 
Regulations regarding social media sometimes consider these platforms sim-
ple internet providers, and other times view them as generators of editorial 
content (given that they can control the dissemination of content published by 
users and in turn generate political power).

Monitoring of social media 

While it is still a very new area of observation, EOMs usually have a 
team of social media monitors who are properly trained to map out the digital 

22	 Council of Europe, Committee of Ministers (CM), Recommendation on a new notion of 
media, 21 September 2011, CM/Rec (2011)7.



210

landscape and conduct a quantitative and qualitative analysis which examines 
their use as a campaign instrument and a source of citizen information. To 
carry out this analysis, a study will be conducted of the presence and activity 
of political agents and of the digital media on Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, 
TikTok and Instagram, among other social media and networks. 

It is important to take into account the laws that regulate access to content 
produced by companies (blocking, filtering, obligations imposed on tech com-
panies) and content produced by users and groups, as well as the application 
of said laws; the intermediary liability scheme; 23 the possible consequences 
of the application of self-regulation of platforms in the host country (such as, 
for example, Facebook’s Community Standards and Terms of Service). The 
missions analyse whether it is permitted to disseminate electoral propaganda 
on electronic portals and social media accounts, as well as national electoral 
provisions or regulations in this regard.

The EOMs must endeavour, as far as possible, to analyse the regulation 
of digital campaigns in the host country to verify whether it is in line with 
international principles for democratic elections and whether national regula-
tions have proven to be effective, and to identify good practices that could be 
reproduced in other places.

Voters should be able to identify who is addressing them and how, where 
they receive the information from and from whom; for example: Are they real 
accounts? Where do those profiles come from?

EOMs must adopt different and complementary approaches in order to 
gather information about online campaigns. Therefore, a legal analysis will be 
conducted, the use of platforms for the campaign will be observed, and social 
media will be monitored. 

Similarly, the social media analyst will meet with digital media repre-
sentatives to gather information on the main phenomena of interest which 

23	 According to the definition provided by the Global Network Initiative (https://globalnet-
workinitiative.orgGNI): «Intermediary liability» describes the allocation of legal responsi-
bility to content providers of all kinds for regulated categories of content. The presumption 
against governments imposing intermediary liability on online platforms for user-generated 
content encourages user free expression, as well as platform innovation, and is often cred-
ited with facilitating the tremendous expansion of internet and mobile communications 
networks across the world.
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could characterize this area of observation during the election campaign, such 
as the issue of disinformation and the fact-checking initiatives underway, the 
use of hate speech in the campaign, the use of digital political propaganda, and 
respect for legislation on personal data protection. 

Observers and social media 

The activities that long-term observers (and to a lesser extent, short-term 
observers) carry out when deployed in the host country afford them the oppor-
tunity to examine the most notable aspects of the election process and those 
for which it will be necessary to suggest improvements. The new work meth-
ods adopted by EOMs, such as the detailed analysis of campaign financing 
and the use of social media, mean that their role and responsibilities are more 
important than ever. 

The observers’ activities will focus on documenting incidents of dis-
information, dangerous speech, discrimination, disenfranchisement, lack of 
transparency, computational propaganda (digital propaganda created through 
a combination of algorithms for the purpose of manipulating information to 
affect people’s perception and knowledge and influence their behaviour), but 
also on identifying positive messages and campaigns seeking to involve citi-
zens, to inform them and to guarantee the integrity of the electoral process as 
a whole.

As a rule, observers must abstain from publishing any content in their 
personal social media accounts, or in other digital media, that could compro-
mise the safety, security, impartiality and professionalism of an EOM or its 
relations with the host country. Failure to comply with this provision shall be 
considered a violation of the code of conduct. 
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[Don’t say «fake news»! 
Say disinformation, hoax, 
nonsense, troll…

1 News stories have precise 
characteristics: they are arti-
cles with a heading, a photo-
graph and text, or they are re-
ported by a radio or television 
journalist. THEY CANNOT 
BE FAKE. 

2 Disinformation can appear in 
a variety of different formats: 
memes, WhatsApp notes, im-
ages or videos on social media, 
screenshots… the expression 
«fake news» does not apply to 
such formats.

3 The expression «fake news» 
is used by political leaders to 
attack journalistic reporting 
they dislike, and to suggest that 
they are the ones in possession 
of the truth.

4 The term disinformation can be used to refer not only to the inaccuracy of 
certain data, but also to a lack of context.

5 We should not use the term «fake news» to refer to something that was never 
intended as news and was created for the purpose of disseminating disinfor-
mation.

MALDITA.ES

Source: own preparation]
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Glossary 24

Algorithm: a set of steps a computer uses to solve a problem or complete a 
task. Social media platforms use algorithms to filter and prioritize content for 
each individual user depending on a number of different indicators, such as 
viewing behaviour and content preferences. 

Amplification on social media: when content is shared, whether through 
organic or paid participation, on social channels, thereby increasing word-
of-mouth exposure. Amplification works by promoting (amplifying) content 
through proxies. Every person who shares the message adds it to their perso-
nal network, which can in turn promote it on their network and so on.

Application programming interface (API): a communication system that 
allows two applications or platforms to «talk» to each other. Twitter’s open 
and easy-to-use API has enabled thorough research and investigation of its 
network, in addition to the development of mitigation tools, such as bot de-
tection systems. However, restrictions on other platforms and a lack of API 
standardization means that it is not yet possible to extend and replicate this 
work across the social web.

Artificial intelligence (IA): IT programs that are «trained» to solve problems 
that would normally be difficult for a computer to solve. These programs 
«learn» from the data analysed, adapting methods and responses so as to 
maximize accuracy. 

Astroturfing: 25 activity organized on the internet which seeks to create the 
false impression of a general popular movement, which has arisen sponta-
neously, in support of or opposition to something (such as a political measure 
or a campaign), but which in reality is begun and controlled by a secret/hidden 
group or organization.

Automation: the process of designing a «machine» to complete a task with 
little or no human direction. It takes tasks that would take humans a long time 
to complete and turns them into tasks that are completed quickly and almost 

24	 https://blog.hootsuite.com/social-media-definitions/
25	 https://oinkmygod.com/blog/diccionario-de-social-media-las-59-palabras-mas-impor-

tantes/
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effortlessly. For example, it is possible to automate the process of sending a 
tweet so that a human doesn’t have to actively click «publish». 

Big data: large sets of unstructured data that can be powerful if they are ap-
propriately exploited. Much of the data found by social marketing profes-
sionals have already been analysed in a digestible format (such as clients’ 
spreadsheets or their social analysis panel). Big data are complex and require 
classification, analysis and processing, but with the proper analysis, the poten-
tial of knowledge is infinite.

Black hat SEO (search engine optimization): aggressive and illicit strate-
gies used to artificially increase a website’s position within a search engine’s 
results, for example changing the content of a website after it has been ranked. 
These practices generally violate the given search engine’s terms of service as 
they drive traffic to a website at the expense of the user’s experience.

Botnet: a collection or network of bots that act in coordination and are typi-
cally operated by one person or group. 

Bots: social media accounts operated entirely by computer programmes and 
designed to generate posts and/or engage with content on a particular plat-
form. Researchers and technologists take different approaches to identifying 
bots, using algorithms or simpler rules based on the number of posts per day.

Clickbait: marketing, advertising or information material that uses a sensa-
tionalist headline to attract clicks. They are based on the «curiosity gap», and 
seek to create sufficient interest to elicit participation.

Click-through rate (CTR):  a common social media metric that measures 
the number of clicks received by a specific piece of content per number of 
impressions.

Computational propaganda: the use of algorithms, automation, and human 
curation to purposefully distribute misleading information over social media 
networks.

Conversion rate: a common metric tracked on social media, representing the 
percentage of people who completed a specific, desired action (i.e. filling in a 
form, following a social media account, etc.).
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Coordinated Inauthentic Behaviour: groups of pages or people who work 
together to deceive others about who they are or what they are doing in the 
online environment. 

Crowdsourcing: similar to subcontracting, this refers to the act of requesting 
ideas or content from a group of individuals, normally in an online environ-
ment.

Cyborg: either a human assisted by a bot or a bot assisted by a human.

Dark ads: advertisements that are only visible to the publisher and their tar-
get audiences. For example, Facebook allows advertisers to create posts that 
reach specific users based on their demographic profile, page «likes» and their 
listed interests (but these ads are not publicly visible). These types of targeted 
posts cost money and are therefore considered a form of advertising. Because 
these posts are only seen by a segment of the audience, they are difficult to 
monitor or track. 26

Data mining: the process of monitoring large volumes of data by combining 
tools from statistics and artificial intelligence to recognize useful patterns. 

Deepfakes: fabricated media produced using artificial intelligence. By 
synthesizing different elements of existing video or audio files, AI enables re-
latively easy methods for creating «new» content, in which individuals appear 
to speak words and perform actions which are not based on reality.

Discredit: in the context of fact-checking, this refers to the process of de-
monstrating that an element (text, image o video) is less relevant, less accurate 
or less true than it initially appeared.

Disinformation: false information that is deliberately created or disseminated 
with the express purpose of causing harm. 

Dormant account: a social media account that has not posted or engaged 
with any other accounts for an extended period of time. In the context of 
information operations/campaigns, this description is used for accounts that 

26	 https://www.nytimes.com/2018/09/02/technology/03adarchive.html
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may be operated by humans or by bots, which remain inactive until they are 
«programmed» or are instructed to perform another task.

Doxing or doxxing: the act of publishing private or identifying information 
about an individual online without their permission. This information may 
include full names, addresses, telephone numbers, photos and more. Doxing is 
an example of malinformation, which is accurate information shared publicly 
to cause harm.

Echo chamber: a situation in which certain ideas, beliefs or data are rein-
forced through the repetition of a closed system that does not allow the free 
circulation of ideas or alternative or competing concepts. 

Encryption: the process of encoding data so that it can be interpreted only 
by intended recipients. Many popular messaging services, such as WhatsApp, 
encrypt the texts, photos and videos sent between users. This prevents gover-
nments from reading the content of intercepted WhatsApp messages.

Engagement rate: a popular social media metric used to describe the amount 
of interaction —like, share, comment— received by a specific piece of con-
tent.

Facebook reach: the number of unique users who have viewed the content 
of a Facebook page. Reach is not the same as impressions, which is the total 
number of times that specific content is viewed (including multiple viewings 
by the same user). Facebook provides two different reach metrics: 1) total 
reach: the number of unique users who viewed any content associated with 
a website or webpage over the past seven days, including those who see the 
publications of said page, visit the page after looking for it and see the adver-
tisements associated with the page; 2) post reach: the number of unique users 
who have seen a particular Facebook post in their Facebook news feed. These 
two categories can be broken down further: 1) Organic reach: the number of 
unique users who view certain content without the involvement of any paid 
promotion. Most organic reach occurs when the Facebook algorithm places 
a user’s publications in the newsfeeds of their fans and followers. 2) Paid 
reach: the number of unique users that have seen specific content because the 
user has purchased visibility for it, whether by boosting it or by buying an 
advertisement.



217

Fact-checking (in the context of information disorder): the process of de-
termining the truthfulness and accuracy of official, published information, 
such as politicians’ statements and news reports.

Fact-checking: process of verifying the information provided in a news story, 
image or political speech.

Fake followers: anonymous or imposter social media accounts created to por-
tray false impressions of popularity about another account. Social media users 
can pay for fake followers as well as fake likes, views, and shares to give the 
appearance of a larger audience. 

Filter bubble: the isolation that can result from websites and social platforms 
using algorithms to selectively guess the information that a user will want to 
see, and then providing that information in accordance with this supposition. 
Websites make these suppositions on the basis of information regarding the 
user, such as past click-behaviour, browser history, search history and loca-
tion. It thus becomes more probable that websites will only offer information 
that relates to a user’s past activity. 

Geotagging: the location coordinates that can be attached to online content. 
For example, Instagram users often use geotagging to highlight the place in 
which the photo was taken.

Geotargeting: a feature of many social media platforms which allows users 
to share their content with geographically defined audiences. Instead of sen-
ding a generic message for everyone to see, the content message and language 
is fine-tuned to better connect with people in specific cities, countries and 
regions.

Handle: term used to describe a person’s user name on Twitter. For example, 
Eddie Vedder’s handle on Twitter is @eddievedder.

Hashtag: a tag used on several social media as a way of annotating a message. 
A hashtag is a word or phrase preceded by the «#» sign (for example, #Brexit). 
Social media use hashtags to classify information and facilitate user searches.

Influencer: social media user with a sizeable audience who can publicize a 
trend, a topic, a company or a product. 
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Instant messaging (IM): a direct form of text-based communication between 
two or more individuals in real time. More advanced instant messaging soft-
ware clients also allow enhanced modes of communication, such as live voice 
or video calls.

Machine learning: a type of artificial intelligence whereby computers use 
huge quantities of data to learn to do tasks instead of being programmed to do 
them. It may also refer to a data analysis approach that entails building and 
adapting models that enable programmes to «learn» through experience.

Malinformation: genuine information that is shared to cause harm. This in-
cludes private or revealing information that is spread to harm a person or 
reputation. Published, from ads to sponsored or promoted content. Paid reach 
generally encompasses a much broader network than organic reach: the mes-
sages can be read by people not included on a specific contact list.

Manufactured amplification: this occurs when the reach or spread of infor-
mation is boosted through artificial means. This includes human and automa-
ted manipulation of search engine results and trending lists, and the promotion 
of certain links or hashtags on social media.

Memes: captioned photos that spread online. The most effective are humo-
rous or critical of society. 

Microtargeting: 27 personalization at individual user level. It consists in using 
quantities of data to create public profiles that are as brief as possible and, 
thereby, make predictions about behaviour and, therefore, more accurate elec-
toral campaigns.

Misinformation: information that is false, but not deliberately intended to 
mislead or cause harm. For example, individuals who don’t know a piece of 
information is false may spread it on social media in an attempt to be helpful.

Net neutrality: the idea, principle or requirement that internet service provi-
ders should treat all the data on the internet the same way, irrespective of their 
type, origin or destination.

27	 https://en.grupokonecta.com/soluciones/agencia-marketing-digital?urlNoticia=que-es-mi-
crofocalizacion-o-microtargeting
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Organic content: unsponsored content from human accounts, content produ-
ced on social media without paid promotion.

Organic reach: the number of unique users who view content without paid 
promotion.

Paid reach: the number of users who have viewed the paid content you have 

Propaganda: true or false information spread to persuade an audience. It of-
ten has a political connotation and is often connected to information produced 
by governments. 

Reach: a data metric that determines the largest possible potential audience 
for any single message. Reach is determined by means of a calculation that 
includes the number of followers, actions and impressions, as well as the net 
increase in followers over time.

Response rate: an engagement metric that measures an account’s degree of 
interaction with its social audience. It results from dividing the number of 
mentions to which a visitor has responded in a given time by the total number 
of mentions received (excluding retweets).

Scorecard: an information management tool that tracks, analyses and dis-
plays key indicators, metrics and crucial data points to monitor a specific pro-
cess. In relation to the monitoring of social platforms, it is a single screen 
on which analysts can see their feeds, see and interact with conversations 
underway, monitor social trends, access analytics, etc.

Scraping: the process of extracting data from a website or from a social plat-
form. 

Search engine: a software system designed to carry out web searches.

Search engine optimization (SEO): the practice of increasing the quality and 
quantity of online traffic by raising the visibility of a website or web page for 
the users of a search engine.

Sentiment analysis: an examination of how an audience feels about an accou-
nt. Sentiment analysis usually involves natural language processing or other 
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computational methods to identify the attitude contained in a social media 
message. Different analysis platforms—such as Hootsuite Insights—classify 
sentiments in different ways; for example, some use the «polar» classification 
(positive or negative sentiment), while others classify messages by emotion or 
tone (contentment/gratitude, fear/uneasiness, etc.).

Share of voice: a measure of how many social media mentions a particular 
brand is receiving in relation to its competition. It is usually measured as a 
percentage of total mentions within an industry or among a defined group of 
competitors.

Sock puppet: an online account that uses a false identity designed specifi-
cally to deceive. Sock puppets are used on social platforms to inflate another 
account’s follower numbers and to spread or amplify false information to a 
mass audience The term is considered by some to be synonymous with the 
term «bot».

Spam: unsolicited, impersonal online communication, generally used to pro-
mote, advertise or scam a user. 

Trending topic: the topics and hashtags that are most commented on in a so-
cial media network. They usually appear on social media such as Twitter and 
Facebook and serve as links for users to click on and join the conversation or 
simply browse through related content.

Troll farm: a group of individuals engaging in trolling or the coordinated 
promotion of narratives. 

Trolling: the act of deliberately posting offensive or inflammatory content 
to an online community with the intent of provoking readers or disrupting 
conversation. Today, the term «troll» is most often used to refer to any person 
harassing or insulting others online. However, it has also been used to descri-
be human-controlled accounts performing bot-like activities. 

User-generated content (UGC): blogs, videos, photos, quotes, etc. created 
by private individuals.

Verification: the process of determining the authenticity of information pos-
ted by unofficial sources online, particularly visual media.

Virtual private network (VPN): a tool used to encrypt a user’s data and 
conceal their identity and location. 
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General elections in Lebanon, 2022

XXII.	 ELECTION TECHNOLOGY OBSERVATION 

Carlos Vegas González 
Specialist in new technologies and elections

The rapid and exponential transformation of societies stemming from the 
use of new technologies also includes the administration of election processes 
in a vast majority of the world’s countries, not only in those that are the most 
industrialized, but also in developing countries. This rapid development and 
implementation of information and communication technologies (ICTs) has 
a profound impact on the election process. Even though it can offer major 
advantages (especially in terms of effectiveness, accuracy and speed), it also 
poses many challenges for the election administration, for voters and for ob-
servers. 
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Given that it is increasingly likely for observers to be in a situation in 
which they have to pay special attention to this aspect of the election process, 
the following sections will describe the main election technologies and their 
impact on elections and on observation, so as to facilitate effective observa-
tion and appropriate reporting to the Core Team. 

However, since this is a permanently evolving sector, the changes and 
new developments in election technologies may soon make this chapter obso-
lete, at least in part. Therefore, the main goal is not to give a detailed account 
of all of the existing election technologies, but, rather, to offer a general over-
view so as to have an idea of the type of new realities that observers will find 
on the ground. 

Electronic voting

Although there is currently no common definition of electronic voting 
(also called e-voting or new voting technologies), in general, electronic voting 
in the field of elections and referendums can be defined as the use of ICTs for 
voting and vote counting. A more restrictive definition of electronic voting 
limits its application to the voting process.

A wide variety of electronic voting systems are currently employed, but 
broadly speaking they can be grouped into the following categories:

	— Direct Recording Electronic (DRE) voting machine, or electronic ballot 
box: voting machines in which the voter indicates their preference, which 
is recorded electronically. Normally, the data stored are transferred to the 
vote counting centre when voting ends, either in a physical format (USB 
drive, SD card, etc.) or electronically. An electronic ballot box may con-
tain only buttons (this is the case of voting machines in India) or include 
touch screens (in Brazil and Venezuela, for example).
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► Touch screen voting machine  
used in Venezuela.

◄ Touch screen voting machine 
used in France.

► Voting machine used  
in India.

◄ Electronic ballot box  
used in Brazil.
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	— Optical Mark Recognition (OMR) devices: these machines scan and 
count ballot papers marked by voters.

► OMR device used  
in the USA

	— Mixed systems (DRE + OMR): In this type of system, the voter makes 
their choice on a voting machine (usually via a touchscreen), which 
prints out a receipt, which must then be scanned into another device (this 
system is used in Belgium, for example).

Voting system combining touchscreen and ballot scanning  
(Belgium)
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	— Internet: online e-voting systems allow the voter to make their selection 
by connecting to a webpage via a computer, tablet, PDA, smartphone, 
etc. (this system is used in Switzerland, Estonia and Norway, for exam-
ple). This type of voting system is the most controversial, because even 
though it enables online voting, which could increase voter participation, 
today’s technology does not provide for an online voting system that is 
totally secure and guaranteed.

Some electronic voting machines include VVPAT—the Voter Verifiable 
Paper Audit Trail. In this system, similar to the mixed systems (DRE and 
OMR) described above, the machine issues a paper receipt of the vote cast so 
that the voter can check that the vote has been correctly recorded. This system 
also enables the subsequent auditing of the process. The functioning of the 
VVPAT system depends on its design, and observers should pay careful atten-
tion to the provisions of national law regarding the legal status of the paper 
voting receipt, how possible audits are performed, etc.

Regardless of the type of technology used, a distinction is usually made 
between two types of situations in which electronic voting may be used: 

	— Electronic voting in person, at places under the supervision of the elec-
tion administration.

	— Remote electronic voting without supervision (generally speaking, vot-
ing over the internet). 

As mentioned above, there exist a wide variety of electronic voting sys-
tems. They may be designed by the election authority itself (in the minority of 
cases) or by external suppliers. Furthermore, the system may have been devel-
oped using open source or proprietary software. In the latter case, the source 
code may not be available to observers, for example if the election administra-
tion and the external supplier have signed a non-disclosure agreement.

Advantages and risks of electronic voting

Election authorities are introducing electronic voting in view of the ad-
vantages it offers in managing the election process, especially in terms of the 
faster counting of votes, the elimination of human error and the possibility of 
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increasing voter turnout—this is particularly relevant in the case of expatriates 
voting via the internet.

On the other hand, international organizations and academia stress that 
the use of electronic voting could involve certain risks. It might lead to a re-
duction in the transparency of the voting and counting process, and increase 
the risk of voting secrecy being breached. All of this could have a negative 
impact on voter confidence in the process and, accordingly, it is generally rec-
ommended that e-voting should be introduced gradually and with full open-
ness and transparency, and include measures such as the organization of prior 
public debates on the question, citizens’ information campaigns and testing.

The European Union considers that electronic voting is most appropriate 
in countries with high levels of trust in the election administration and in the 
integrity of the electoral process, since this technological approach eliminates 
the protection of transparency provided by the ballot paper and the protection 
of voting secrecy, and is, moreover, susceptible to cyber attacks (especially in 
the case of remote voting). Moreover, the credibility of the use of electronic 
voting will be greater if the decision-making process for adopting election 
technology has been inclusive and transparent, as well as the processes in-
volving the selection, certification and verification of the IT equipment.

Potential advantages Potential risks
 > Faster vote counting, without hu-

man error 
 > Greater accessibility for blind peo-

ple and other minorities
 > Potential to increase participation 

and facilitate voting for absentee vo-
ters (especially in the case of remote, 
internet voting)
 > Effective management of complex 

electoral formulas
 > Improved presentation of complex 

ballot papers
 > Prevention of fraud at polling sta-

tions

 > Less transparency 
 > Comprehension difficulties for 

non-experts 
 > Potential for breach of voting se-

crecy
 > Potential external attacks (hackers)
 > Potential for large-scale manipula-

tion by a small group of people with 
privileged access to the system
 > Less control of the process by the 

election administration (dependence 
on technical staff and suppliers)
 > Limited opportunities for vote re-

count (especially without VVPAT)
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The following are considered good practices in the implementation of the 
use of electronic voting:

	— Public debate process prior to introducing electronic voting, and citizen 
information campaigns. 

	— Inclusive and transparent decision-making process for adopting election 
technology. 

	— Transparent tendering process for procuring the electronic equipment 
and related services.

	— Gradual introduction of electronic voting, preferably with prior non-bind-
ing testing.

	— Hardware and software guarantees against tampering and piracy.

	— Transparent verification and auditing mechanisms. 

	— Appropriate training for election administration staff and for the citizenry.

	— User-friendly voting equipment. 

	— Use of voter verifiable paper audit trail (VVPAT).

As mentioned above, the implementation of e-voting has a direct effect 
on the observation of the electoral process, since in most cases voting is ef-
fected via a machine rather than by means of ballots and ballot boxes (gener-
ally transparent). As has been acknowledged, unanimously, by international 
organizations and academics, electronic voting poses a fundamental change to 
the very essence of observation in that, as opposed to traditional voting using 
ballot papers, electronic voting includes elements (computer operations) that 
are not directly observable.

In this regard, the OSCE has noted that in e-voting there are elements that 
cannot be observed physically; moreover, the technological components of 
the system are neither identified nor readily understood by the average observ-
er. Similarly, the European Union considers that electronic voting may be less 
subject to scrutiny since the observation of such systems requires expertise. 
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With a view to overcoming the possible absence of supervision (by elec-
tion authorities, political parties, observers and citizens) over the voting and 
counting procedures in electronic voting, additional security measures are of-
ten implemented, such as system certification and auditing. In addition, poten-
tial problems of lack of transparency and control can be minimized by making 
use of e-voting machines that print paper receipts, thus enabling paper-based 
system audits and recounts to be performed.

Observation method and main issues to be taken into 
account in observing e-voting	

An EOM is not in a position to carry out a complete verification of all of 
the technical aspects of an e-voting system, but it can observe aspects of the 
process, such as the degree of trust among the public and stakeholders, cer-
tification, testing and auditing of the system, security measures, contingency 
measures, election education, etc.  One of the main issues to be determined by 
the Core Team is whether the e-voting system allows effective and credible 
observation.

In the observation of an election in which e-voting methods are used, 
the same international standards are applied as in processes based on tradi-
tional ballot papers (i.e., all eligible voters must have the right to vote, voting 
secrecy must be guaranteed, the results obtained must accurately reflect the 
voters’ intentions, etc.) and the observation is carried out in accordance with 
well-established procedures.

Furthermore, the OSCE/ODIHR and the OAS have developed specific 
documents setting out proprietary methodologies for the observation of e-vot-
ing. The EU has not yet developed such a methodology, but a section on e-vot-
ing is included in the second edition of the «Handbook for European Union 
Election Observation», which was updated in 2016 with the third edition of 
the Handbook. These documents describe a more specific methodology to be 
used in EOMs and therefore short-term observers should refer to them as a 
complement to the general approach applied.

The analyst’s role with respect to e-voting

The handbooks published by the EU, OAS and the OSCE all refer to 
the role of the e-voting analyst, as a member of the Core Team. Similarly, the 
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Carter Center, in its working paper on the observation of e-voting, mentions 
that when this method is used in elections, it is essential to heed the analysis 
of the computer specialist. Said analyst works in close cooperation with the 
other members of the Core Team, in particular the legal analyst, the election 
analyst and the political analyst.

The e-voting analyst, or in the absence thereof the election analyst, ob-
serves and analyses the following questions, among others:

	— How the system is supposed to operate, and how it functions in practice.

	— How the voting process works, how the votes are counted and how the 
results are transmitted to the election administration centre.

	— Whether the system ensures process integrity and the secrecy of the vote.

	— Whether the system enables verification that the technology has worked 
as expected, that the secrecy of the ballot has been respected and that the 
results correspond to the tabulation of all the votes cast.

	— The robustness of the system; what security measures are incorporated, 
including those against attacks (hacking or internal manipulation) and 
legal measures against such attacks.

	— Whether sensitive operations are performed by several people and wheth-
er a written record is kept of all operations performed.

	— Whether the machines are fitted with security measures against unauthor-
ized access.

	— Whether the system presents clear choices to voters through an e-voting 
system that is readily understandable and easy to use; how long the voter 
needs to cast their vote.

	— Whether voters receive feedback from the system, and whether it is 
clearly indicated that an option has been selected (warning if an invalid 
vote has been made), thus allowing the voter to correct their choice if 
necessary.
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	— Whether the system enables the inclusion of minority languages and 
whether the information contained in these languages is the same as in 
the majority language.

	— Whether the parties and candidates are equitably represented on the 
ballot.

	— Whether the system allows voters who are visually impaired to vote us-
ing an audio interface (listening to the content of the ballot) and whether 
the system is designed in a way that guarantees the secrecy of the vote.

	— Whether the system is designed so that it can operate throughout the elec-
tion day, and what contingency measures exist if a power failure occurs.

	— Whether the system is tested prior to the election day, and whether this 
testing is public (the analyst also studies any documents regarding tests 
conducted prior to the deployment of the mission, and whether said doc-
uments are made available to political parties, citizens, etc.).

	— Whether laboratory tests have been conducted of the hardware and 
software to be used, to determine whether the system meets the design 
specifications.

	— The procedure used to certify the e-voting system, and the documenta-
tion relating to this procedure (including an analysis of the standing of 
the certification body, stating whether it is independent of the suppliers 
and of the election authority itself, and whether the latter body had access 
to all the information on the system).

	— Whether audits are carried out and whether the actors concerned are al-
lowed to be present during these audits.

	— In the case of ballot scanning systems, the degree of error of the ma-
chines and whether there are legal provisions for automatic counts.

	— Where VVPAT is used, whether voters are well informed about what they 
need to verify.

	— Where different voting methods may be employed, whether the process 
is performed successfully, how the tabulation and aggregation of results 
is conducted and how they are announced (and whether the political par-
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ties, candidates and observers have a means of verifying the correct tab-
ulation of these results).

	— If the voting system includes automated voter identification, this system, 
too, and its integration into the voting process, should be analysed.

	— In the case of remote voting by internet, how the system verifies the 
identity of the voter and what measures exist to safeguard the secrecy of 
the vote.

	— In the case of remote online voting, whether the system provides results 
verification processes.

The role played by long-term and short-term observers

Even though many aspects regarding e-voting are implemented at the 
central level in the host country’s capital, long-term observers (LTOs) de-
ployed in different regions of the country should conduct an observation and 
analysis of some of the above issues, in order to assess the proper functioning 
of the system at local level.

For this purpose, they are appropriately briefed in the capital by the Core 
Team, and especially by the e-voting expert (or in the absence thereof, by the 
election analyst), on the main characteristics of the e-voting system used in 
the host country and, if possible, they will participate in a training session with 
the election authority in order to experience the operation of the system in 
practice. In the regional briefing organized by the LTOs, the STOs will be in-
formed of the status of the system in the regions in question, of any problems 
that may arise, which polling stations will be using e-voting, and in which 
polling stations the election audits (if their performance is required by law) 
may be observed.	

The observation of e-voting on election day is only one of the tasks to 
be performed by the observers, whose specific activities will vary depending 
on the technology used, the degree of its implementation, etc. Among other 
aspects, LTOs and STOs should observe and analyse the following:

	— The technical and logistical preparations at the regional/local level, to 
implement the e-voting system.
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	— The preparation of local election staff, including their knowledge of the 
system’s operation and the extent to which they can cope if a system 
failure occurs.

	— The degree of acceptance of the e-voting system by civil society and the 
political parties.

	— The role played by technicians in the preparations and the level of super-
vision exercised by election personnel.

	— Training sessions for election officials.

	— Voter education and information campaigns.

	— The credibility of the system and the implementation of audit systems.

	— The process by which voting machines are distributed (how and by 
whom) to polling stations, the security measures taken during the storage 
of the machines before election day, the question of who has access to 
them, whether software updates are performed on the machines (for ex-
ample, the information given on e-voting forms, software updates, etc.) 
and how the authenticity of the software is verified.

	— Locally performed testing of the voting machines prior to the election 
day and who has access during these tests.

	— Tests in which the public take part before the election day.

	— The degree of access by parties and domestic observers to the voting 
system and the relevant documentation, and whether they have had the 
opportunity to test the system.

	— The perceptions of political parties and civil society regarding e-voting 
and their plans for observing the process on the election day.

	— The observers shall provide the Core Team with this kind of information 
in the relevant section of their weekly report, or in other one-off reports 
requested on any other matters by the Core Team.

	— The e-day observation forms contain a number of specific questions re-
garding voting machines. The following is an indicative sample of these 
questions.
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SET UP OF THE POLLING STATIONS
	— Were any problems experienced during the installation of the machines 

in the polling station? If so, were the polling station officials able to resol-
ve them? Did the polling station open on time?

	— What tests were performed during the installation of the machines?

	— What steps were taken to ensure that the electronic memory contained 
no votes before voting began? Can this be verified?

	— Did the arrangement of the machines in the polling station protect the 
secrecy of the vote? Did the polling station officials ensure that voters 
made a secret vote, even when assistance was required?

VOTING (USER FRIENDLINESS, ACCESSIBILITY  
AND SECRECY OF THE VOTE)

	— Did users understand how the system worked? How many voters re-
quested assistance in order to vote? Did any voter start and conclude 
the process but fail to vote?

	— Did voters have a choice between voting in the traditional way and vo-
ting electronically? If so, could they freely choose how to vote?

	— Were the voters alone when they used the voting machines? Did the 
polling station officials prevent two or more voters from using a machine 
at the same time?

	— Was there overcrowding? How long did voters have to wait to vote? 
Were there enough machines to enable voting to be performed reaso-
nably quickly?

	— What opinion did the voters, domestic observers and political parties/
candidates express about e-voting?

	— How many voters required assistance?

	— Were the disabled and the elderly able to vote without assistance? If 
there was an option to use minority languages in the voting, could they 
be accessed in the system without great difficulty?

SECURITY
	— If the system required any element of the voting machines to be sealed 

during voting, were the STOs able to verify that this had been done?

	— Who had access to the machines? Did the service provider have access 
to the machines when the polling station officials were not present?
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	— Were the polling station officials capable of solving any problems that 
arose? If not, were technicians present in order to do so? Were any pro-
blems noted in official reports and transmitted promptly to the election 
administration?

	— Did any official or technician manipulate the machines at any time? If 
so, why?

	— Were the machines installed in the polling station those which should 
have been used?

	— If the voting machines were unavailable for a long period of time, were 
electors able to vote on paper or did they have to wait for a machine to 
become available? Did any elector leave without being able to vote?

CLOSURE, COUNTING AND TRANSMITTING  
THE RESULTS

	— Were the stipulated procedures followed for closing the polling station? 
Was a paper copy of the results printed for each voting machine and po-
lling station, and made available to observers and political parties? Was 
a copy of these results posted visibly in a place accessible to the public?

	— How were the results transmitted to the higher levels of the election 
administration? Were the stipulated procedures for this transmission fo-
llowed?

	— Was an audit performed at the polling station immediately after the re-
sults were announced?

	— What was done with the votes stored in electronic format after election 
day? Were the stored data of the e-voting system deleted? If so, who 
performed this deletion and how?

ELECTION ADMINISTRATION
	— To what extent did the polling station officials understand the system 

and the process? In this respect, what education and training had they 
received? Were there handbooks or guides to the system in the polling 
station?

	— Did the polling station officials comply with established procedures?

The OSCE states that if e-voting is used in combination with paper bal-
lots, STOs should not pay disproportionate attention to the former. In this 
respect, they will receive instructions from the Core Team.
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Moreover, it is very important to note that observers never certify e-vot-
ing systems and therefore should never sign documents or make statements 
that could be interpreted as a certification of the voting system. Observers 
should have full access to the voting system, including its documentation (cer-
tification, audits, etc.) but it is also very important not to act in any way that 
could be interpreted as a manipulation of the voting machines.

Electronic voter register 

New technologies are being increasingly used to create and update reg-
isters of voters, whose data are usually maintained in a centralized database. 

This type of voter register may contribute to transparency, in addition to 
enabling electors to check that their data have been registered correctly, in cer-
tain cases over the internet. However, attention must be paid to the potential 
misuse of this type of digital database, as pointed out, for example, by the EU 
EOM Venezuela 2021 with regard to the Patria system. 28 Moreover, it is im-
portant that these systems be designed in such a manner that their complexity 
does not diminish transparency, while at the same time maintaining security. 
Lastly, this type of technology requires election administration staff and voters 
to have the necessary knowledge to use it.

These electronic registers of voters may be printed so that each polling 
station has the list. Or the staff of the election authority could check the list 
of voters on a computer or tablet. In this latter case, it is important to have 
contingency plans for any problem that could arise (power cuts, equipment 
failure, etc.).

Especially significant is the case of biometric registers of voters, which 
use one or more of the voter’s characteristics (facial image, fingerprint, retinal 
scan, etc.). This information is used at the polling station to identify voters 

28	 «The platform Patria, which counts more than 21 million users in Venezuela, collects basic 
personal data such as address and date of birth, but also sensitive information such as 
political party membership, participation in PSUV initiatives and activity on social media. 
It is unclear which state institution is responsible for the management of its data, and how 
this massive amount of data is used, stored and for which purposes. Another matter of con-
cern is that registrations to the platform are managed by militants of the Somos Venezuela 
movement, a political platform close to the PSUV. There is no transparency on how bonus-
es and benefits are allocated through the platform, to which beneficiaries and according to 
which criteria. The practice of scanning the Patria card (Carnet de la Patria) on Election 
day might lead some voters to believe that the secrecy of their vote is not fully guaranteed.» 
Election Observation Mission VENEZUELA 2021. Final Report.
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before they cast their vote. Biometric registers of voters can be especially 
useful in developing countries in which citizens do not have reliable identity 
documents. Biometric technology thus serves to prevent a number of different 
problems (multiple registrations, identity theft, multiple voting, etc.). Howev-
er, attention must be paid to some of the challenges posed, mainly the power 
supply and the availability of telecommunications networks, in addition to 
problems related to the system’s sustainability and dependence on interna-
tional donors. 

The following are considered good practices:

	— Existence of a single, centralized register of voters, to which political 
parties may have access. 

	— Appropriate, sustainable and transparent use of technology.

	— Contingency plans to prevent delays on election day in the event of any 
failure. 

	— Appropriate training for election staff and election education for voters. 

	— Testing in advance of voter identification systems. 

KIEMS (Kenya Integrated Elections Management System),  
a multipurpose tablet designed both for the biometric identification  

of voters and for the electronic transmission of results.
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Electronic transmission and tabulation of election 
results

Once the votes have been counted and the data registered in election 
documents (usually known as the results documents or protocols), the results 
of the votes are transmitted from the polling stations to the relevant higher 
authority of the election administration so that they may be tabulated. The 
results —at least the preliminary results— may also be transmitted from the 
polling station directly to the national election authority.

The transmission and tabulation processes sometimes occur at the same 
time because the system transmitting the election results also aggregates these 
results, meaning that they are simply reviewed by the relevant higher author-
ity of the election administration.

The goal of an EOM is to observe whether the results reported by the 
polling stations have been correctly tabulated. To this end, the integrity of the 
results transmission and tabulation system is verified, as is its transparency 
and its possibilities of verification by representatives of political parties and 
by national and international observers.  

Observers are usually entrusted with accompanying the official results 
and all other election material when they are transported from the polling sta-
tion to the tabulation centre. Once at that centre, the observers ensure that the 
polling station results are entered correctly. 

The tabulation of results should be verifiable and transparent at all levels 
of the election administration. To this end, and to ensure transparency and fos-
ter citizens’ trust, the results of each level of tabulation should immediately be 
made available to the public, at each level of the process. It is also considered 
a good practice to offer, over the internet, detailed results for each polling sta-
tion, enabling the contenders and observers to verify that the results included 
in the polling stations’ protocols have been reported correctly.

Noteworthy is the case of the presidential elections of Kenya in 2017, 
in which, despite the EU EOM’s relatively positive preliminary statement, 
the Supreme Court annulled the electoral results on the basis of a series of ir-
regularities and illegalities, mainly related to the results transmission system, 
which made the elections non-compliant with constitutional requirements. 
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The Supreme Court stated that the system used by the election administration 
(the Independent Electoral and Boundaries Commission) was complex, and 
that the processes were very difficult to observe, even by experts in cyber se-
curity. This was aggravated by the challenges to transparency and credibility 
posed by the software defects and the lack of nationwide connectivity, as well 
as by vulnerabilities to possible cyber attacks. The Court concluded by saying 
that in this type of scenario it is important to ensure that all the interested par-
ties have sufficient access to information sufficiently in advance, so that they 
may verify the accuracy of election results. 

Regional tabulation system for election results in Lebanon

Note: The images included in this chapter, strictly for the purposes of information, are the proper-
ty of the author of this chapter or have been taken from the internet because they were in the 
public domain or were available for use under a Copyleft license (GNU GPL or similar).
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General elections in Honduras, 2017

XXIII.	SECURITY IN ELECTION OBSERVATION 
MISSIONS

Víctor Pérez Sañudo
Expert in international security

Any occupational activity, anywhere in the world, involves risks of one 
type or another, whether due to human actions (for example, crime) or natural 
phenomena (for example, hurricanes). But the members of election observa-
tion missions are frequently deployed to countries whose culture and customs 
are unfamiliar to them, where hygiene conditions and infrastructure differ 
from those found in their home countries, where there may be political insta-
bility, high crime rates and risks related to natural phenomena that similarly 
do not exist in their home countries. 
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In order to minimize risks and their potential impact, both international 
agencies and national authorities invest significant resources in the security 
of EOMs, as part of their commitment to support democracy-building and 
human rights worldwide.

In these pages, we aim to raise awareness among election observers 
about the importance of adequate preparation to ensure their own security, 
both before and during the mission, and of remaining alert in this respect. 
Obviously, it is impossible to cover in just one page an issue to which entire 
books have been devoted. Nevertheless, this section sets out the basic security 
concepts that can be applied by the observer and which are related to most of 
the incidents that can affect an EOM.

The security principles discussed below are valid for any type of EOM, 
and are listed in chronological order to facilitate understanding.

STAGE 1: Prior to deployment

Once election observers have been selected to participate in an EOM, 
they should immediately begin preparations, including those necessary for 
their own security.

It is likely that the observer will never have been to the country where 
the mission is to take place, or if so, the security situation may have changed 
significantly, and therefore adequate preparation is vital. These are some of 
the main aspects to take into account prior to deployment.

•	 Availability of medicines. If any specific medication is required, or 
the observer has a chronic disease, it is important to ensure an ade-
quate supply is available for the duration of the mission, including 
additional units as a contingency measure.

•	 The general situation in the country where the mission is to 
be performed. EOMs are often deployed to countries in conflict, 
where there may be a civil war, guerrilla activity, terrorist groups or 
other types of violence. Moreover, there may be risks due to natural 
causes such as monsoon rains and hurricanes, or health risks arising 
from the presence of mosquitoes, such as malaria and dengue fever, 
or occasional outbreaks of disease, such as cholera. Accordingly, 



243

prior to deployment the observer should consult all the relevant 
documentation and acquire the best possible knowledge about the 
situation they will encounter.

•	 Knowledge of the local environment. Cultural ignorance can 
sometimes lead observers into uncomfortable or even dangerous 
situations. Therefore, observers must acquire a basic knowledge of 
local cultures and customs, prior to deployment.

As part of their preparation, observers are recommended to read the ad-
vice published online by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, European Union 
and Cooperation, 29 and to consult the suggestions offered by other diplomatic 
missions, which may have a greater presence in the host country.

STAGE 2: Arrival in the host country and adaptation 
prior to local deployment

The arrival in the host country and especially the first few days in the 
capital, before deployment to the assigned district or region, always presents a 
certain level of danger, of various types. The observer, on meeting new and old 
colleagues, may become distracted, while new sensations and the eagerness to 
begin the assigned tasks may make observers less alert. These factors, togeth-
er with the common danger present in all large cities increase the probability 
of observers falling victim to misfortune, of greater or lesser seriousness.

During these first few days, the observer should be especially cautious 
and refrain, in particular, from visiting areas in the city or elsewhere that they 
are explicitly counselled to avoid. It is now common practice in EOMs to 
include advice about security precautions in observers’ pre-deployment train-
ing, in order to reduce the likelihood of incidents.

Another important aspect to consider is the need for caution in the resi-
dence assigned to observers, who should keep valuables in their room out of 
sight, take their passport and other essential items with them, properly secure 
doors and windows when they leave, and draw the curtains if there is easy 
visual access to the interior. However, this does not mean that the observ-

29	 https://www.exteriores.gob.es/es/ServiciosAlCiudadano/Paginas/Recomenda-
ciones-de-viaje.aspx
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er should wear valuable items such as jewellery or expensive watches at all 
times, as the display of certain goods can be dangerous in itself. It is recom-
mended that observers should have at least two official identification docu-
ments (for example, their national ID card and their passport), and carry one 
on their person, while leaving the other in a safe place. Thus, in case of theft 
or loss, the chances of being without any identity document are minimized, 
avoiding complications which in some countries can be very serious.

The days immediately preceding the observers’ deployment in the field 
should be used for tasks such as obtaining local currency and medicines or 
other pharmaceutical products. Actions which are part of everyday life else-
where, like withdrawing money from an ATM, may be dangerous or impossi-
ble at the final destination.

STAGE 3: Deployment of the observers to their area of 
responsibility

The deployment of observers is a highly complex operation; depending 
on the size of the mission, it may involve dozens of observers and vehicles, 
with multiple destinations. Accordingly, considerable logistical planning is 
required, in which safety considerations must be paramount.

The observer must be aware of issues such as the importance of hydra-
tion, since it is not uncommon for the deployment to be effected along roads 
that are not in the best conditions, remote from urban centres, covering large 
distances and sometimes in extreme temperatures.

The observer should follow the instructions provided by the security and 
logistics/operations experts and by the Core Team. Taking alternative routes 
or making unreported changes in the deployment plan may lead to problems 
and undesirable consequences, both for the observers and for the mission.

Communication is of great importance during deployment. Observers 
must report back to base at the agreed intervals —using the equipment pro-
vided for this purpose— or more frequently if they consider it necessary, es-
pecially if they have queries or concerns. To ensure uninterrupted communi-
cation, observers may be equipped with various types of apparatus, depending 
on the area of responsibility assigned to them. The basic means of communi-
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cation is the mobile phone, but observers are often provided with additional 
means such as satellite phones or VHF radios.

STAGE 4: Daily operations

Once deployed in their respective areas of operation, observers must im-
mediately begin performing the tasks assigned to them, including attending 
political events such as rallies, taking part in meetings, which may be of very 
different natures and held in various locations, interviewing local representa-
tives of political parties, etc.

These daily operations can involve a great deal of travelling, often along 
roads in poor condition, and to crowded places. Problems with the vehicle, of 
greater or lesser seriousness, are not uncommon and so great care should be 
taken regarding questions such as daily refuelling and maintenance, and driv-
ers should be given clear instructions regarding the way in which to drive and 
aspects such as where to park during the observer’s absence.

Communications are vital to the observers’ daily work, and so great care 
must be taken to ensure that the equipment is received in perfect condition, 
with batteries fully charged, and that the observers keep it with them at all 
times. This applies both to the observers’ own equipment and that assigned 
to the team.

During their daily operations, observers may be required to contact the 
Mission Operations Centre at specific intervals. This obligation is intended to 
ensure maximum traceability of the observer team in the event of a security 
incident or hostile situation that could affect them. Thus, if contact is lost a 
perimeter search and rescue operation can be undertaken. It is of crucial im-
portance to respect the instructions given by the security expert regarding the 
timing and types of communication to be made.

A common mistake, and one which can cause problems, is to assign tasks 
to the local support team (driver and interpreter) that are not their responsi-
bility. The local staff are there to assist observers in their mission, but the 
major decisions must be taken by the observer, in accordance with the in-
structions received from the Core Team and the security and logistics experts. 
The observers should give the support staff appropriate instructions for their 
daily work, the main aim of which is to ensure the safety and security of the 



246

observation team. Clear instructions on the regular refuelling of the vehicle 
and about suitable parking places, among other questions, can help ensure the 
EOM is carried out without incident.

STAGE 5: Election day

The election day is a key date in any EOM. It is a long, stressful and ex-
hausting day, for observers and for their support staff. To ensure the day passes 
without any security issues for the observers and their team, the following 
tasks should be carried out the day before:

•	 Load all the electronic equipment received, even if it has not yet 
been used, especially the communications equipment. This rule 
must be followed by the observers and conveyed to the local sup-
port staff.

•	 Recharge prepaid SIM cards and purchase backup cards.

•	 Prepare all the high-visibility material (shirts, hats, etc.) that identi-
fy the observers as members of the EOM.

•	 Instruct the driver to ensure that all the vehicle’s tanks (fuel, cool-
ant, etc.) are completely filled.

•	 Plan the routes and areas to be covered, and establish estimates of 
travelling time required.

•	 Purchase food and drink.

•	 Ensure the availability of sufficient cash to cover any minor contin-
gencies.

•	 Carry personal identification and mission documents.

STAGE 6: Conclusion of the mission

After election day, the security situation in the host country, or in certain 
areas, may deteriorate. Moreover, it is not uncommon for governments to take 
preventive measures, such as establishing curfews or check-point controls.
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Observers must at all times respect the instructions given by the Core 
Team and by the staff of the implementing agency.

The observer teams may each return to the capital independently, or 
meeting points may be created so that different teams can return in convoys. 
The decision in this respect will be taken by the Core Team, taking into ac-
count logistical and/or security considerations. Observers must follow the in-
structions provided, especially as regards the route to be taken, and refrain 
from unscheduled changes to the withdrawal plan provided.

Once the mission has ended, if observers remain in the host country they 
will cease to enjoy the privileges that may be attributed to them for the du-
ration of the election observation. They should always respect the local laws 
and regulations, and be aware that the continuing presence of all or part of the 
Core Team does not mean that it can, or should, provide assistance if observ-
ers run into problems after their mission has ended. Any improper action by 
an observer, especially after the mission has concluded, may result in serious 
consequences.
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Appendix 1

Declaration of Principles for International Election Observation and 
Code of Conduct for International Election Observers (PDF)

https://www.eeas.europa.eu/node/2013

Appendix 2  
Presidential elections EU EOM in Colombia, 2022

Preliminary Statement  (PDF)

https://www.eods.eu/library/EU%20EOM%20COL%202022%20
PS%202%20EN.pdf

Appendix 3 
Parliamentary elections EU EOM in Lebanon, 2022

Preliminary Statement  (PDF)

https://www.eods.eu/library/EU%20EOM%20Lebanon%202022%20
Preliminary%20Statement_EN.pdf

Appendix 4 
Legislative elections EU EOM in Colombia, 2022 

Preliminary Statement  (PDF)

https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eom-colombia-2022/final-report-european-
union-election-observation-mission-colombia-2022_en
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Appendix 5 
Regional and municipal elections EU EOM in  
Venezuela, 2021

Preliminary Statement  (PDF)

https://www.eods.eu/library/declaracion_preliminar_moe_ue_venezue-
la_2021_es.pdf

Final Report  (PDF)

https://www.eods.eu/library/eu_eom_ven_2021_fr_en.pdf

Appendix 6 
General elections EU EOM in Zambia, 2021

Preliminary Statement  (PDF)

https://www.eods.eu/library/ps_zambia_final.pdf

Final Report  (PDF)

https://www.eods.eu/library/eu_eom_zambia_2021_-_final_report.pdf

Appendix 7 
Parliamentary elections EU EOM in Iraq, 2021

Preliminary Statement  (PDF)

https://www.eods.eu/library/eu_eom_iraq_2021_preliminary_state-
ment_2.pdf

Final Report  (PDF)

https://www.eods.eu/library/eu_eom_iraq_2021_final_report.pdf
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Appendix 8 
Parliamentary elections and referendum OSCE EOM in 
Hungary, 2022

Statement of Preliminary Findings and Conclusions  (PDF)

https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/4/6/515111_1.pdf

Appendix 9 
General elections OSCE EOM in Serbia, 2022

Statement of Preliminary Findings and Conclusions  (PDF)

https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/f/1/515177.pdf

Appendix 10 
Presidential elections OSCE EOM in the Kyrgyz  
Republic, 2021

Final Report (PDF)

https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/2/f/519087.pdf

Statement of Preliminary Findings and Conclusions (PDF)

https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/6/5/505840_0.pdf

Appendix 11 
Local elections OSCE EOM in Georgia, 2021

Final Report (PDF)

https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/3/a/515364_0.pdf

Statement of Preliminary Findings and Conclusions (PDF)

https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/f/d/499468_3.pdf
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Appendix 12 
Presidential elections OSCE EOM in Uzbekistan, 2021

Final Report (PDF)

https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/9/e/516435_0.pdf

Statement of Preliminary Findings and Conclusions (PDF)

https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/4/9/502203.pdf

Appendix 13 
Presidential elections OSCE EOM in the USA, 2020

Final Report (PDF)

https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/7/7/477823_2.pdf

Statement of Preliminary Findings and Conclusions (PDF)

https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/9/6/469437.pdf

Appendix 14 
Presidential elections OAS EOM in Colombia, 2022

Preliminary Report (PDF)

https://www.oas.org/eomdatabase/GetFileA.aspx?id=443-1351-25-0

Appendix 15 
General elections OAS EOM in Peru, 2021

Final Report  (PDF)

https://www.oas.org/eomdatabase/GetFileA.aspx?id=433-1328-5-0

Preliminary Report (PDF)

https://www.oas.org/eomdatabase/GetFileA.aspx?id=433-1278-36-0
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Appendix 16 
Federal and local elections OAS EOM in Mexico, 2021

Preliminary Report (PDF)

https://www.oas.org/eomdatabase/GetFileA.aspx?id=434-1281-25-0

Appendix 17 
Elections to the Parlacen, and legislative and municipal 
elections OAS EOM in El Salvador, 2021

Preliminary Report (PDF)

https://www.oas.org/eomdatabase/GetFileA.aspx?id=431-1267-25-0

Appendix 18 
General elections OAS EOM in Honduras, 2021

Preliminary Report (PDF)

https://www.oas.org/eomdatabase/GetFileA.aspx?id=439-1315-36-0

Appendix 19 
General elections OAS EOM in Ecuador, 2021

Preliminary Report (PDF)

https://www.oas.org/eomdatabase/GetFileA.aspx?id=430-1273-25-0
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