	ZEC must protect people's rights to enrol and vote 

	THE on-going voter registration exercise should, ideally, be the first step towards ensuring popular participation in governance issues by all citizens who are 18 years and above. 
When implemented transparently and with wide consultation, the exercise should form the basis on which a country can build or consolidate its mutation into a full democracy. This therefore, requires that the exercise of registering new voters and updating of information on those already registered be a transparent, thorough and democratic endeavour absolved from the pitfalls of negligent workmanship, electoral chicanery or any cosmetic and superficial "renovations" that seek to portray the system as normal when, in fact, it is not.

Voters’ rolls are a fundamental component of any voting system. Rolls constitute the official list of electors and are prima facie evidence of electors’ right to vote. Registration procedures, therefore, need to strike the right balance between the need to be rigorous to ensure integrity of the rolls, and the need for flexibility to ensure that peoples’ rights to enrol and vote are protected. 

Thus, there is a delicate balance that must be maintained to ensure both the franchise of all voters and to prevent voter fraud. A thorough and fair registration exercise would avert cases of electoral fraud such as the Harare South electoral fraud case, which Margaret Dongo won in the high court in1995.

The voter registration should be premised on the principles of inclusiveness, fairness, comprehensiveness, and flexibility to extend dates of registration in order that the process caters for all would-be voters. The exercise should include the process of verifying potential voters, and entering their names and other substantiating information on a voters list. For the registration to be fair, comprehensive and inclusive, potential voters must be aware of the registration process and have reasonable opportunity to complete it.

It is in this context that Zimbabwe Electoral Commission (ZEC) should have ensured that the office of the Registrar of Voters comes up with an updated voters’ roll before any registration of new voters was undertaken, and such a list should have been availed to all stakeholders for inspection and thorough scrutiny. This is important in two ways. Firstly, because it defies logic to just add new voters on a list that is already corrupt and littered with glaring inaccuracies. 

Secondly, because an updated voters’ roll at the beginning of the exercise would provide guidelines as to the actual number of registered voters in the country, and if used with other citizen registers from the Registrar-General’s office, could provide valuable information on the number of people eligible to vote but are not yet registered. These would form the target group for the voter registration exercise and provide justification for the time needed to undertake the exercise and the amount of human capital needed to effectively carry out the programme.

In South Africa, before the 2004 general election, the Independent Election Commission (IEC) came up with updated statistics on the number of people eligible to vote in the election (27 million people), those registered to vote (20.5 million) and the target for new registration (6.5 million). 

This also happened in Zambia during the registration exercise for the 2006 election. The Electoral Commission of Zambia revealed the numbers of voters who they targeted during their registration exercise. Such statistics are invaluable for planning purposes in terms of how many people to deploy and the amount of time needed to complete such an exercise. Apart from enabling planning, the statistics would give the process an aura of transparency. 

As it is with our situation, no one knows the target group of the on-going exercise, the amount of people projected to benefit from the exercise and whether the cut-off date of 17 August 2007 is feasible with regards to the number of people intending to register. 

As for Zambia again, upon completion of the registration exercise, the Commission also publicised the number of the actual voters they had managed to register and the statistics of those who had just checked their names and registered as new voters. 

The above recommendations could have been considered had ZEC embarked on widespread consultative meetings with stakeholders prior to the commencement of the exercise. 

In the on-going registration exercise, broad consultations should have taken place between the election management body, the ZEC, the Registrar of Voters’ office and all stakeholders. Consultations could have tried to harness ideas, complaints, expectations and recommendations on how the exercise could be effectively undertaken from members of the public, civic society, political parties and other regional bodies whose experience of running similar exercises could be invaluable. 

To enhance such consultation, the updated voters’ roll should be available to all interested stakeholders, in particular, political parties. This could have led to proper time and human resource allocation so that the process could be as smooth and effective as is possible.

Already, visits made by the Zimbabwe Election Support Network (ZESN) to Nyachuru and Copley schools in Mazowe district of Mashonaland Central province have revealed technical hiccups that could have been avoided had consultative meetings and projections on the number of new voters been carried out prior to the exercise. Registration was observed to be slow owing to the shortage of national identity card waiting passes as well as bad weather that affected the taking and processing of pictures for the identity cards. 

The ZESN observer team also observed long queues at most of the centres visited, raising genuine concerns as to whether all these people could be registered before the team moves on to the next centres. In some cases, like Rusvingo in Highfield, the voter registration team was not even available on 4 July 2007 as advertised in the Herald 16 June 2007.

In spite of the noted problems in the way the current exercise has taken off, there is need for the process to be effectively communicated to all potential voters so that they can seize the opportunity and be registered. 

There are a number of ways that ZEC and the Registrar-General’s office could use to raise awareness and interest in the registration process but these could have been more effective if the real numbers and groups targeted were known. To begin with, all the centres advertised could have been open everyday until 17 August 2007 as opposed to the current situation where the centres are open for two to four days before the registration teams move on. 

In other words, the teams should be permanently stationed at one point from day one until the exercise is completed on 17 August. This would translate to about 60 days during which constituents could be registered.

Other ways that could be used include registration using state agencies for instance, people could automatically be registered to vote when they go to get new national identity cards, renew their passports or when they go to get drivers’ licences. 

Considering the current economic hardships, it is not a far-fetched idea that door-to-door voter registration should be undertaken in light of transport costs to the centres provided and the length of time required to complete the registration process. This is despite current efforts of mobile registration centres getting out to the people. 

A lot of people are pre-occupied with basic survival and do not have time to spare to ensure they register at the provided centres. Thus, door-to-door registration, especially during weekends, could ensure a lot more people would get registered. Indonesia carried out such a voter registration exercise in 2003 for the 2004 election and tremendous participation in the election was recorded. Other countries, like South Africa, have considered the use of Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) for instance, e-registering and have recorded significant efficiency in the registration exercise. 

However, it should be emphasized that compulsory registration does not translate to compulsory voting and this message should be made available to the voters.

Election Day registration is also one of the various strategies that have been tried in the US with significant success. Voters are allowed to register on Election Day just before they cast their vote. The argument for Election Day registration is that voter registration deadlines limit voter participation since many countries close registration 20-30 days before an election yet many voters do not take interest in elections until a few weeks or days before Election Day when political parties do most of their advertising and the races inevitably become tight. 

Six states, in US, have enacted legislation allowing voters to register on Election Day. These states also allow voters whose names were improperly excluded from, or never added to, the rolls to correct the errors and vote on the same day. For African countries this is an avenue, which is still worth considering. 

While it is plausible to employ strategies that would enhance voters’ participation in the registration exercise, it should be incumbent upon ZEC to explore ways that would raise political efficacy among would-be voters that they see need to participate in the political processes obtaining in the country. 

Massive information campaigns and advertising should be employed to raise interest and ensure citizens register as voters. Civic bodies interested in voter education and public out-reach programmes should also be play a part. Further, in the absence of repressive laws like the Public Order and Security Act (POSA), grassroots movements such as youth organisations could also be harnessed to ensure awareness on the need to register is raised. 

However, all these strategies can only be effective if the targeted groups are known, hence the need for a thorough inspection of the voters’ roll and provision of statistics on the current registered voters, those eligible to vote and those targeted by the registration exercise.

It remains the sole responsibility of ZEC to ensure that the voters’ roll that we take to the harmonised presidential, parliamentary and senatorial elections in 2008 is a credible one and that people are conscientised enough to see the importance of taking part in the registration exercise. But as it stands, the exercise and the circumstances it is being undertaken in, cannot guarantee that there will be balance between the need to be rigorous to ensure integrity of the voters’ roll, and the need for flexibility to ensure that peoples’ rights to enrol and vote are protected. 
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