
VOTING IN THE SHADOW OF APARTHEID 

Questions and Answers on the South African Election 

by Elizabeth Landis 

A fter 300 years of white rule , South Africa 's major 

political parties have agreed to hold that country's first non-racial election in April 1994. The South 

African people will vote for members of a Constituent Assembly which will draft a constitution for a free , 

democratic South Africa . 

Nelson Mandela's African National Congress and the governing white -dominated National Party have 

already begun campaigning, and several smaller political parties have announced their intention to field 

candidates . 

But negotiations to reach this point have been far from easy, and there are still many unresolved issues . Nor 

is there any guarantee that the election , when it occurs , will be free and fair. Primary obstacles include the 

terrifying level of violence and continuing efforts by those 

who had an investment in apartheid to destabilize , if not 

derail , the process . In the month after the election date was 

announced on July 2, more than 580 people were killed in 

political violence . 

As the election approaches there will be many more subtle 

attempts to manipulate the process. Black voters , more 

than 18 million of the estimated 21 million total , have 

never participated in a free and fair election. Already there 

are signs that some political parties are attempting to mod

ify the electoral process to limit the number of Black South 

Africans who reach the polls , or to undercount their vote . 

The U.S . government is already involved in training 

campaign workers , advising the political parties and 

funding voter education campaigns. But the African 

National Congress , the churches , and other political 

parties and trade unions have appealed to those who sup

ported their struggle in the past to remain engaged and 

help guarantee a free and fair vote . As a first step in this 

effort, The Africa Fund has asked Elizabeth Landis , a 

lawyer who ohserved the Namibian independence election , 

to answer a few questions about the elections process in 
Voter education play in South Africa. High illiteracy 
rates among the newly enfranchised Black electorate 
makes creative voter education essential. 
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(left) ANC election 
poster stresses the 
importance of proper 
identity documents. 

W hat is the 
single greatest 
obstacle to free 
and fair elections 
in South Africa? 
The single greatest 
threat to the 
conduct of free 
and fair elections 
in South Africa is 
political violence. 
In the three years 
between Nelson 
Mandela's 
release from 
prison in 1990 
and the July 

1993 announcement of the 
election date , over 10,000 people have died in state sponsored 
political violence, the great majority of victims being Black 
supporters of the African National Congress. In the month 
following the announcement of the polling date the death rate 
more than doubled, to 18 per day. The South African Human 
Rights Commission reported that "the violence is being fueled 
by elements who perceive their interests, privileges and power 
to be threatened by a negotiated and democratic settlement." 
The death toll is likely to rise as white supremacists and Black 
conservatives opposed to democracy use terror to prevent or 
discredit the election process. Unless effective action is taken to 
reduce bloodshed, many thousands of Black voters may be too 
frightened to participate. 

Is a democratic election possible in South Africa? 
To ensure a "free and fair" election, South African election law 
must guarantee that all South Africans who wish to vote are able 
to do so and have access to valid information concerning the 
parties and their programs. It must protect would-be voters 
against pressure and intimidation at home and at work, en route 
to and from voting, and at and around the polling place. The 
law must assure them that their vote will be secret and ensure 
that the results of the balloting are honest and accurate . 

H ow can the law enable all South Africans who wish to 
vote to do so? 
This will require more than merely amending the present 
election law to enfranchise Africans, who are currently denied 
the vote, and possibly changing the minimum voting age . It 
must also ensure that all Blacks who have been outside the 
"system" - whether in exile, in hiding, or simply uncounted 
- are able to participate by enabling them to obtain the 
documentation necessary to identify them as qualified voters . 

W hat kinds of difficulties may arise as to documentation 
/identification, and how can they be resolved? 
People who do not have - for whatever reasons - official IDs 
may have trouble proving their identity, nationality, and right 
to vote in the election, particularly if they have been away from 
their home communities for years . If the law provides for 
registration of voters prior to the election, questions of identity 
and qualifications can be resolved during registration by the 

registration officials or, in case of serious difficulties, by the 
courts or officials of the non-partisan Election Commission 
which is supposed to be established in the near future . 

In Namibia, where there was voter registration, election 
officials and the UN agreed that a number of unofficial IDs 
would be accepted, including some foreign and international 
identity papers, baptismal and birth certificates, personal 
identification by a registered voter, etc. These could be 
permitted by a new election law in South Africa . 

I f there is no registration process, how will that affect 
the election? 
Then all the problems of identification, proper documentation , 
determination of where to vote, etc., will have to be resolved 
at the polling place on election day or in a subsequent 
administrative or judicial procedure. This is bound to slow 
down the voting, disgruntle voters and officials, and delay the 
announcement of official returns , giving rise to suspicions of 
election fraud . It will enable the rul ing National Party and other 
right-wing groups to challenge numerous Black voters in an 
attempt to decrease their number of valid ballots. 

W ill the choice of polling locations affect the elections? 
It is very important, particularly for first-time voters . Schools, 
churches, public assembly places, and other places where Blacks 
have been welcome in the past should be selected. Voting will 
be discouraged if police stations, magistrates' courts, and similar 
places are used. And adequate notice of where and when to vote 
is essential , through all the media: television , radio, newspapers , 
posters, fliers , schools , churches , etc. , so that no one is left out. 

W ill it be possible for opposition parties like the ANC to 
reach voters in all areas including farms, migrant worker 
barracks, and the so-called bantustan homelands? 
Only if "no go" laws and official practices that bar campaigning 
by opposition parties are ended. The new election law must 
override traditional trespass rules which allow farmers , 
mineowners, etc. , to control access to their property, so that 
campaigners can reach otherwise isolated workers and their 
families . Without these changes, the only information about 
parties and policies reaching such voters will come from their 
employers . Similarly the election law must guarantee open 
access in the homelands like Bophuthatswana and KwaZulu, 
where ANC campaigning has been virtually prohibited, with 
frequent attacks occurring on party workers. 

H ow will members of the Constituent Assembly be 
elected? 
Apparently half the members will be elected on a countrywide 
basis and the other half will be elected by region . Votes will be 
counted on the basis of proportional representation . That is, a 
party with 45 percent of the total vote will be awarded 45 
percent of the seats in the Constituent Assembly. The number 
and boundaries of the regions are still to be determined. Since 
some parties contesting the election nationally may not run 
slates in all regions, and since some regional parties may not 
field a national slate, it appears that each voter will have to cast 
two ballots, one for national candidates and one for candidates 
in the "appropriate" region . 

S hould the law require voting in one's region of 
permanent residence? 
Unfortunately circumstances in South Africa will make it 
difficult for even the best election law to devise a fair and simple 
formula for determining in which region each South African 
should vote . In the U .S., citizens may vote for state, local, or 
national candidates only in the community where they are 



private observers/monitors to monitor and expose violence, 
intimidation, and unfair manipulation. 

I s there a special role for the international media? 

permanent residents. However, in South Africa the criterion of 
permanent residence may be hard to apply to the numerous 
migratory workers living and working for years in one region 
while their families are hundreds of miles away in another; and 
to Africans whose forced removal from their home communities 
has left them without any acknowledged residence. 

I s a good new election law sufficient to ensure a free 
and fair election? 

Their presence will be essential: if the monitors cannot get their 
observations to the world via the media, they will have great 
difficulties in exposing and deterring violence and intimidation. 

W hat about the South African media? 

Even if the election law can satisfactorily resolve all these 
knotty problems, it can still be administered well or badly. 
Simple matters, like the attitude of election officials towards 
new, probably illiterate, voters- whether they will be treated 
well and helped in a kindly manner or told to vote quickly or 
get out- will affect the outcome. 

Creation of a Media Commission is anticipated to ensure radio 
and television fairness during the election campaign . This is 
urgent because control of 

I 

C an the election be manipulated even with a new 
election law? 

the broadcast media has 
always been in govern
ment hands . The Media 
Commission must ensure 
each political party equal 
access to make its views 
known . Radio will be 
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Yes , in ever so many ways. For example, if there has been no 
voter registration , the authorities may either grossly oversupply 
or undersupply ballots to polling places with the excuse that 
they don't have an adequate estimate of the number of expected 
voters . This may result in having to rush additional ballots from 
one place to another, making it difficult to keep track of the 
ballots and protect them from tampering while in transit. 

W hat role can the UN and other international 
organizations play in monitoring the election process? 
It is unlikely that UN monitors will be present in South Africa 
under comparable conditions to those in Namibia (see page 4), 
with an equivalent mandate, in the same numbers, and 
backed by equal Western support. Consequently, it will be 
urgent for respected non-partisan groups like the churches, 
human rights organizations, etc., to ensure throughout the 
entire electoral process that there are adequate numbers of 

the primary source of 
information for over half 
the voting population; 
unbiased broadcasting 
about parties and their 
programs will be 
essential to a fair 
election . 

(right) Sample ballot. 
A large number of 
parties with similar 
party emblems could 
confuse South African 
voters. 
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GUARDING AGAINST ELECTION fRAUD 
What is needed to prevent fraud? 
Three general principles should be followed: the law should be as uncomplicated as possible; the election itself should be carried 
out in as short a time as possible; and ballots, documents, and records should be moved as little and infrequently as possible. 

Why is a short election period important? 
When an election extends beyond a full day or two at most, the opportunities for fraud and/or simple mistakes start to increase 
tremendously. Each night that the ballot papers and boxes are sealed and put away in a "safe" place offers opportunities for 
tampering, with the connivance of guards or "responsible" officials. And as people become tired and tense, they take offense 
when none is meant, and they fail to catch simple errors. 

What precautions need to be taken during and after voting? 
Every time ballot papers, ballot boxes, records, and documents are moved, there is an opportunity for fraud or mistake. 
Consequently, it is desirable to be able to distribute the correct number of ballots to each polling station at the beginning of 
the voting and not have to transfer ballots from one place to another during the election. After people have voted, the ballots 
should not be moved until they have all been counted, and the count is certified by all officials and party representatives present. 
Special care should be taken if the ballots have to be moved before they are counted. Even with such precautions, fraud or 
mistakes can occur, as happened in Namibia, where the ballots were all sent to the capital city, Windhoek, for voter identification 
and counting. Several boxes containing ballots were left behind at one place in the North and only found much later. 

What are mobile polli~g stations, and why are they not desirable? 
Mobile polling stations, set up only briefly in a series of locations, are generally used in sparsely populated rural areas, bringing 
the polling station to the voter. They are undesirable for several reasons. While moving from one location to the next, they 
offer extraordinary opportunities for fraud, since they are then under the exclusive control of election officials and away from 
observation by party representatives. They restrict the time when a person may vote to a specified hour or two instead of 
any convenient time during the whole election day. And they tend to create an intimidating atmosphere when they are brought 
to isolated farms in the countryside; farm workers lined up in front of this unfamiliar van to vote under their employer's watchful 
eye are likely to be skeptical of the secrecy of the ·ballot . 
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I THE NAMIBIA EXPERIENCE 

Independence elections in the former South African colony 
of Namibia , conducted under United Nations supervision 
in 1989, are being re-examined by election experts for 
insight into South Africa 's own democracy elections . 
While there are many differences between the two elections, 
there are important similarities . As in Namibia , the South 
African election will be conducted by South African 
government officials, and the great majority of voters will 
be poor, often illiterate Black men and women participating 
in their first democratic elections. 

H ow did the United Nations presence affect the 
electoral process in Namibia? 
There is no doubt that the Namibian electoral process 
could not have succeeded without the UN's massive 
presence (plus economic and political pressure exerted 
by the West on a vulnerable Pretoria ). Nevertheless, 
despite its international status and its numerous civilian , 
police , and military officials , the UN was unable to 

United Nations officials check voter identity documents during 
the 1989 Namibian elections. Without a strong international presence 
in South Africa there is grave danger of !=jovernment fraud . 

prevent violence and intimidation throughout the populous 
North until the very end of the campaign period . 

H ow did South Africa use the law to attempt to 
influence the outcome of the election? 
It tried to put into force an election law so flawed as to be 
considered irremediable by some international observers . For 
example , the law was designed to exclude political parties and 
their agents from any significant role in the who le electoral 
process beyond supplying a slate of candidates. Under one 
provision , the decision as to the symbol that would represent 
each party was left to South African officials , who approved a 
symbol for a rival party that was so like the long established 
SWAPO symbol that many voters were confused and spoiled 
their ballots trying to correct their mistakes . 

Without the limited changes negotiated in the law by the 
UN , party representatives would have been excluded from 
verifying the opening, closing and sealing of ballot boxes and 
from verifying the ballot count . And only election officials, 
who were appointed by South Africa and had an interest in the 
outcome of the election, would have been allowed to assist 
handicapped or illiterate voters. 

W hat are some important lessons to be learned from 
the UN-monitored electoral process in Namibia? 
1. Although Namibia was legally an international , not South 
African , territory, UN monitors in Namibia were unable to 
protect Namibians from incessant intimidation and frequent 
assault , often severe injury . Nor could they impose penalties, 
even against proven perpetrators of such forbidden practices . 
Monitors working in South Africa under church , human rights , 

or simila r auspices will have even less power to deal directly 
with such conduct. If they wish to help minimi ze it, they will 
have to act through their sponsoring organizations, internation
al media , and other international connections so that pressure 
can be brought to bear indirec tly on South African authorities . 
2. In amibia , the UN persuaded South Africa , which 
contro ll ed broadcasting, to allow all political parties equal 
access on English/ Afrikaans radio and TV . This, however, did 
not result in overall fairness in broadcasting. No attempt was 
made by the UN to monitor local language radio broadcasts 
aimed at rural Namibians . These broadcasts contained 
unqualified and unending pro -government propaganda. 
3. South Africa repeatedly extorted concessions from the UN 
and SWAPO as its price for taking the actions required in the 
schedule contained in UN Resolution 435 , the international 
agreement that governed the Namibian electoral process . The 
schedule was intended to keep the process moving towards 
timely completion in a rational series of steps, but it could not 
ensure good faith adherence to the deadlines or penalize delay; 
and South Africa dragged its heels at each step , falling ever 
further behind . Towards the end of the process , with the fixed 
election date looming ever closer, South Africa took advantage 
of the fact that voter education could not begin until the terms 
of the election law were settled to compel the UN and 
SWAPO to accept , with only minor changes , an unsatisfactory 
draft election law. South Africa's tactics left the UN and the 
political parties only about four weeks to teach the largely 
illiterate Namibian population how to master the intricacies 
and complexities of the voting process , instead of the four 1 months scheduled by the UN resolution . 

American Committee on Africa board member Elizabeth Landis is a lawyer, former senior political affairs officer at the UN and advisor to the 
Commission on Independence for Namibia , a private monitoring group . Lisa Lippman assisted in the research for this paper. September 1993 . 

The Africa Fund was founded in 1966 to provide humanitarian aid to African people struggling for independence and to work toward 

increased American understanding of African issues through a program of research and literature production . Contributions to The 
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