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Churches play crucial role in Na:mibia 
By GEORGE M. HOUSER 

The worship service I attended Oct. 
15 at the small village of Okahau in 
northern Namibia was packed. 

After the benediction, the region
al director of the United Nations 
contingent in Na
mibia was asked 
to talk about the 
forthcoming elec
tion, which the 
United Nations is 
supervising. 

For 45 minutes 
he explained to 
the very attentive George Houser 
congregation how to cast a ballot 
for one of the I 0 competing parties. 

Churches and schools all over 
Namibia will be involved in similar 
pre-election presentations. 

My admiration for the job the 
churches are doing during this elec
tion process is unbounded. 

This country is one of the most 
Christian in the world. Eighty to 90 
percent of the people are churchgoers, 
not just nominal members. 

My presence in Namibia is part of 
the churches' initiative to help moni
tor the freedom and fairness of the 
campaign leading to the elections. 

Included on my monitoring team 
were the recently retired United 
Methodist bishop of West Germany, 
Hermann Sticher; an English Quaker; 
and a pastor of the Church of Scot
land. We traveled widely, concentrat
ing on northern Namihia. where 53 
percent of its population lives. 

Why all .this attention? 
Why all this attention to Namibia? 

EDITOR'S NOTE: The Rev. George M. 
Houser was in Namibia during October 
at the invitation of the Council of 
Churches of Namibia. He was one of 
several international church represen
tatives invited to monitor preparations 
for Nov. 7-11 elections that will lead to 
Namibia's independence from South ' 
Africa in Apri/1990. 

Mr. Houser wrote this on-the-scene 
analysis exclusively for the Reporter. 
He is the retired director of the Ameri
can Committee on Africa in New York. 

Its population is small, an estimated 
1.2 million, some 80,000 of whom 
are white. Geographically, however, 
it is equivalent to Oregon, Washing
ton and California combined. 

Internatiorial attention is drawn. to 
Namibia for several reasons: 

• It's Africa's last colony. And its 
colonizer, the Republic of South Af
rica, has foisted its policy of racial 
discrimination (apartheid) on this 
country. 

·age. 
Namibia's independence is par

ticularly significant for South Afri
ca, which has dominated the 
country and its rich mineral re
sources since World War I. 

The U.N. Security Council adopt
ed Resolution 435 in 1978 mandat
ing a procedure for Namibia to 
achieve independence. 

But it took another 10 years for 
South Africa to agree to the process. 

• An armed struggle for indepen
dence has been in progress since 
1966led by the South West Africa 
Peoples Organization. 

• In the meantime, guerrilla warfare 
between SW APO and South Afri
can-supported troops went on at the 
cost of thousands of lives. 

• The United Nations has been 
intimately involved with the Na
mibian situation since the organiza
tion's formation44 years ago. 

• At South Africa's insistence, 
negotiations for Namibia's indepen
dence have linked the departure of 
South African troops from Namibia 
to the departure of Cuban troops 
from Angola to the north. The U.S. 
government has supported this link-· 

Can election b~ free, fairl 
Can the election in early Novem

ber be free and fair? One might too 
easily think so with the presence of 
a U.N. military force of more than 
4,600, a U.N. police monitoring 
contingent of 1,500 and civilian 
poll watchers, etc. 

But it isn't that simple. South Af
rica is fearful that SW APO will win 

the election-not only a majority 
but two-thirds, which would give 
SW APO the power to put through 
its own constitution. 

South Afpca has tried to whittle 
away at SWAPO's political strength 
by encouraging white South Afri
cans who formerly lived in Namibia 
to register to vote in southern Na
mibia. It al~o has encouraged Ango
lans to eros$ the border in the north 
to register for voting. 

Intimidatjon has become com
mon in thC north where SW APO 
has overwh~lming support. 

South Af~ica has refused to clamp 
down on a~ts of intimidation that 
have been I condoned, or actually 
participaterin, by members of the 
Namibian olice force, which it 
dominates. 

Our grou]!> has investigated some 
of those incidents, including threats 
to people t~at their ballot wouldn't 
be secret and that, if they vote for 
SW APO, th~y would suffer negative 
consequenc~s. 

! 

Elections \~ill be on schedule 
Despite aU of that, I believe the 

elections will occur on schedule and 
will be reasonably free and fair. 

U.N. officials are doing a good job 
monitoring tfle process although they 
don't have J)Olice power. The pres
ence of U.N.! troops and U.N. police 
monitors has had a quieting effect. 

Barring a major outbreak, the 
election will be held, and a 72-seat 
assembly will be chosen and em
powered to write a constitution. 

Churches l!eserve credit for their 
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Namibian refugees prepare to leave for their homes in the north. 
The U.N. High Commissioner for Refugees has said that without 
churches the 41,000 Namibian refugees who have returned to their 
country from exile couldn't have received iood, transportation and 
housing-not to mention the opportunity to vote in the upcoming 
election. 

efforts to promote independence. 
The U.N. High Commissioner for 

Refugees said that without churches 
the 41.000 Namibian refugees who 
have returned to their countrv from 
exile could not have been provided 
food. transportation and housing
not to mention the opportunitv to 
vote in this election. · 

And the churches· so-called "3 R" 
program (repatriation. resettlement 
and reconstruction l has played an in
dispensable part in building a new 
and independent Namibia. 

A U.N. regional director in the 
North said t; rnc: '"The churches 
are the most nosu1n: anu Drogres
sJve force 111 t!JC cuunlr'. 
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