
 

1 

 

 

 

 

 

CREATING ENABLING CONDITIONS FOR 

CITIZEN ELECTION OBSERVATION 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

More than 40,000 citizen observers were 

engaged by observer groups during 

Pakistan’s most recent general elections in 

2013. Such non-partisan election 

observation – both by international 

observers and citizens – plays an important 

role in supporting credible elections and 

improving electoral processes. In addition 

to providing an impartial assessment of 

electoral processes, effective observation 

can help to detect or deter fraud and other 

irregularities, promote public confidence in 

elections, and prevent or mitigate election-

related violence. Citizen observation, in 

particular, builds the capacity of civil 

society to participate in political processes, 

fosters government accountability and 

promotes reform between elections.  

 

Pakistan’s legal framework for elections 

does not elaborate on the rights and 

responsibilities of election observers. 

Therefore, the Election Commission of 

Pakistan (ECP) is left with total 

administrative discretion to decide whether 

or not to allow citizen observers. Positively, 

the ECP recently used its discretion to 

initiate the development of an 

administrative framework for the 

accreditation of domestic observers, which 

was formulated through consultative 

engagement with citizen observer groups. 

Nonetheless, accreditation for citizen 

observers remains subject to ad hoc 

arrangements and requirements.  

 

Effective election observation and 

assessments relies on timely and accurate 

information. However, the electoral laws do  

 

 

 

not require significant transparency in the 

electoral process. In practice, the provision 

of data and information related to elections 

remains weak. This situation impedes the 

ability of election observers to effectively 

assess the quality of election processes 

and check the veracity of data on elections. 

Other issues, such as various 

administrative burdens, inconsistent 

access to election facilities and processes, 

and security concerns, create additional 

challenges for the effective observation of 

elections.  

 

Effective, non-partisan scrutiny of 

elections compromises a fundamental 

check in the election process. This is 

particularly problematic in the Pakistani 

context where the questioning of the 

credibility of electoral processes is 

common.  

 

SUMMARY OF KEY RECOMMENDATIONS:  

Federal parliament to strengthen the legal 

framework for observation by amending 

laws to: 1) establish and protect the rights 

of observers; 2) require proactive 

transparency for state bodies, including the 

Election Commission of Pakistan; and 3) 

reduce the power of state bodies to decline 

to disclose information.  

 

Election Commission of Pakistan to 

improve administrative processes for 

access to observers by developing 

administrative procedures and guidelines 

to: 1) ensure observers are permitted to 

observe all stages of an election; and 2) 

mitigate the placing of unnecessary 

administrative burdens on observers. 
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Election Commission of Pakistan to 

improve transparency and quality of 

electoral information by establishing 

processes for the centralised collection and 

public release of polling station-level 

results and reconciliation data. 

INTRODUCTION 

THE AIMS AND IMPORTANCE OF NON-

PARTISAN ELECTION OBSERVATION 

Non-partisan election observation serves a 

number of aims. Through direct observation 

of electoral processes and meetings with 

electoral stakeholders, observers collect 

relevant information in order to provide an 

impartial assessment of an electoral 

process or processes. Observers seek to 

improve electoral processes by making 

recommendations based on their findings. 

In some contexts, observation activities can 

serve either to deter or detect and expose 

instances of electoral fraud, malpractice 

and other irregularities.  

 

Observation can promote public confidence 

in the credibility of electoral processes and 

their outcomes. In certain contexts, 

observation activities may also serve to 

prevent or mitigate election-related 

violence and support peaceful electoral 

dispute resolution. In broader terms, by 

engaging citizens in elections, election 

observation aims to strengthen the 

capacity of individuals and civic groups to 

participate in political processes and foster 

government accountability during and 

between elections.  

 

Due to the fact that they are independent 

and non-partisan, observers stand apart 

from political parties, candidates and 

officials, and are better positioned to 

assess electoral processes impartially. In 

addition to observing pre-election 

processes, such as voter registration, 

candidate nomination and scrutiny, and 

campaign activities, as well as post-

election processes, such as election 

tribunals, observers play a critical role on 

election day itself and in the immediate 

post-election period when results are 

processed and announced. The presence of 

observers in polling stations can deter 

fraudulent activities, and the observation of 

results processes can help hold election 

officials accountable so that announced 

results accurately reflect what was 

observed at the close of polls.  

 

Observers also play an important role in 

making recommendations for improved 

electoral processes, contributing to 

dialogue for electoral reforms and 

supporting policy-makers to work out 

solutions to complex challenges. 

Constructive observation therefore helps to 

identify 1) shortcomings in electoral 

process and 2) realistic ways forward. This 

can help lawmakers and the election 

administrators to identify reforms and gain 

public support. 

INTERNATIONAL AND CITIZEN 

OBSERVATION 

Non-partisan election observers generally 

fall into one of two categories: international 

or citizen. Each offers its own advantages. 

Typically, international observers benefit 

from an ability to garner greater attention 

to their findings from the media and 

government officials. At the same time, 

international observers can offer 

comparative experience that they have 

gained from working on elections in other 

countries.  

Citizen observers, sometimes referred to as 

domestic observers or monitors, typically 

benefit from the ability to deploy larger 

numbers of observers and observe for 

longer periods of time before and after 

election days. Citizen observers can engage 

in advocacy with lawmakers and election 

officials in the long term. The practice of 

non-partisan citizen observation has grown 

considerably in recent years. More than 200 
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citizen observer groups have been formed 

to observe elections in more than 90 

countries, engaging millions of citizens in 

election observation.1  

INTERNATIONAL 

STANDARDS 

INTERNATIONAL LAW AND ELECTION 

OBSERVATION 

Pakistan’s international legal commitments 

relevant to election observation stem from 

its ratification of the UN International 

Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 

(ICCPR) in 2010 and the Convention against 

Corruption (CAC) in 2007. 

 

The most directly relevant provision for the 

purposes of observer rights can be found in 

the authoritative interpretation of the 

ICCPR. The UN Human Rights Committee2 in 

its General Comment 25 interpreting ICCPR 

article 253 states that “there should be 

independent scrutiny of the voting and 

counting process […] so that electors have 

confidence in the security of the ballot and 

 
 
1
 Global Network of Domestic Election Monitors (GNDEM) 

reports having 235 member organisations. See also GNDEM, 

“Declaration of Global Principles for Nonpartisan Election 

Observation and Monitoring by Citizen Organizations”, 

Preamble. 
2
 The Human Rights Committee is a body of international 

experts that monitors the implementation of the ICCPR by 

its State parties. The Committee issues an authoritative 

interpretation of the provisions of the ICCPR in the form of 

“general comments.” While not binding law, the 

interpretations offer guidance to state parties. 
3
 ICCPR, Article 25: “Every citizen shall have the right and 

the opportunity […]: (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. 

the counting of the votes.”4 Also highly 

relevant is the CAC’s provision that 

stipulates, “each State Party shall take 

appropriate measures [...] to promote “the 

active participation of individuals and 

groups outside the public sector, such as 

civil society, non-governmental 

organisations and community-based 

organisations, in the prevention of and the 

fight against corruption.”5 These provisions 

may be understood to support the right of 

citizens and civic groups to observe 

electoral processes. 

 

Additional provisions in the ICCPR 

authoritative interpretation and the CAC 

underscore the importance of the 

transparency and accessibility of the 

information upon which election observers 

rely.6  

 

The proactive publication of public 

information and accessible and transparent 

public administration allow for effective 

election observation. 

 

 
 
4
 UN Human Rights Committee, ICCPR General Comment 25, 

paragraph 20.  
5
 CAC, Article 13. 

6
 General Comment 34 interpreting ICCPR Article 19, 

stipulates, “to give effect to the right of access to 

information, state parties should proactively put in the 

public domain government information of public interest.” 

Along similar lines, the CAC states that “each State Party 

shall […] take such measures as may be necessary to 

enhance transparency in its public administration, including 

with regard to its organization, functioning and decision-

making processes, where appropriate.” UN Human Rights 

Committee, ICCPR General Comment 34 further reads that, 

“state parties should make every effort to ensure easy, 

prompt, effective and practical access to such information. 

State parties should also enact the necessary procedures, 

whereby one may gain access to information, such as by 

means of freedom of information legislation. The 

procedures should provide for the timely processing of 

requests for information according to clear rules that are 

compatible with the Covenant. Fees for requests for 

information should not be such as to constitute an 

unreasonable impediment to access to information. 

Authorities should provide reasons for any refusal to provide 

access to information. Arrangements should be put in place 

for appeals from refusals to provide access to information 

as well as in cases of failure to respond to requests.” 
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Finally, the ICCPR obligates state parties to 

“adopt such laws or other measures as may 

be necessary to give effect to the rights 

recognized in [ICCPR].”7 Based on the above 

interpretation of the ICCPR provisions, this 

may be understood to support the need to 

elaborate the rights of election observers in 

the legal framework or through “other 

measures.” 

 

Addressing legal and practical issues 

regarding election observation would help 

Pakistan to meet these international legal 

commitments. (Specific legal and practical 

issues are discussed in more detail in later 

sections).  

INTERNATIONAL NORMS AND GOOD 

PRACTICE REGARDING ELECTION 

OBSERVATION 

In addition to international legal 

instruments, there is a broader and growing 

set of norms and good practice surrounding 

election observation. While they do not 

carry the same weight as legal 

commitments, broader international norms 

and good practice on election observation 

can be insightful for strengthening the legal 

and administrative frameworks for effective 

observation. 

Some of the more relevant articulations of 

these norms are included in the Inter-

Parliamentary Union (IPU) Council (of which 

the Parliament of Pakistan is a member)8 

and the Venice Commission’s 2003 “Code of 

 
 
7
 ICCPR, Article 2. 

8
 For example, the “Declaration on Criteria for Free and Fair 

Elections,” which was adopted in 1994, reads, “States 

should take all necessary and appropriate measures to 

ensure the transparency of the entire electoral process 

including, for example, through the presence of party agents 

and duly accredited observers.” 

Good Practice in Electoral Matters,”9 which 

highlights the importance of observation 

not only on election day, but also for pre- 

and post-election processes, and further 

elaborates norms for citizen observation.10  

 

The most thorough articulation of norms 

and good practice regarding citizen 

observation, however, is found in the 2012 

“Declaration of Global Principles for 

Nonpartisan Election Observation and 

Monitoring by Citizen Organizations”, which 

was drafted as the culmination of civil 

observer groups’ efforts to codify an 

accepted methodology for observation.11 

The principles outlined in the declaration 

include, among others, the importance of 

observer access to polling sites and other 

election facilities, including the use for 

accreditation when applicable.  

It is important to note that Pakistani 

organisations including the Free and Fair 

Elections Network (FAFEN) made 

significant contributions to the 

development of these norms, both in terms 

of substantive content and consensus-

building. Furthermore, five Pakistani 

organisations – the Aurat Foundation, 

FAFEN, the Human Rights Commission of 

Pakistan (HRCP), the Pakistani Institute of 

Legislative Development and Transparency 

(PILDAT), and the Special Talent Exchange 

 
 
9
 While Pakistan is not a member state of the Venice 

Commission (formally called the European Commission for 

Democracy through Law), the body has 61 Member States 

from five continents and its “Code of Good Practice in 

Electoral Matters” is a widely respected resource that 

documents good electoral practice in dozens of countries. 
10

 For example, it also emphasises the need for observers to 

be present during counting and for them to receive copies of 

counting records. See Venice Commission, “Code of Good 

Practice in Electoral Matters and Guidelines and 

Explanatory Report,” 3.2(b) and 3.2(88). The Code and other 

documents are available at: 

<http://www.venice.coe.int/webforms/documents/?pdf=CD

L-AD(2009)020-e> 
11

 Citizen observer groups actively share their experiences 

and best practices across borders through regional 

networks such as the Asian Network for Free Election 

(ANFREL) and global networks such as GNDEM. For 

example, FAFEN organised a conference in 2009 on best 

practices in domestic election observation in order to seek 

input from other citizen observer groups in the region. 

<http://fafen.org/asia-wide-consultation-on-declaration-

of-principles-for-domestic-election-observers-agreed/.> 
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Programme (STEP) – have endorsed the 

Declaration and have thereby pledged to 

uphold these principles in their observation 

work.12 

 

CITIZEN OBSERVATION IN 

PAKISTAN 

Civic groups have been engaged in non-

partisan election observation in Pakistan 

since at least 1988.13 FAFEN, Pakistan’s 

largest and most prominent citizen 

observer group, reportedly fielded more 

than 18,000 observers during the 2008 

general elections and 40,000 observers in 

2013. Other organisations that deployed 

observers in recent elections include the 

Aurat Foundation (with Gender Concerns 

International), HRCP, the Pakistan Bar 

Council, PILDAT, the South Asia Free Media 

Association and STEP.  

 

CURRENT LEGAL AND ADMINISTRATIVE 

FRAMEWORK 

RIGHTS OF OBSERVERS 

There is no reference to election observers 

in any piece of federal election legislation 

or in the Conduct of Election Rules, the 

main set of election regulations issued by 

the ECP. This leaves total administrative 

discretion regarding observers to the ECP.  

 

The Code of Conduct for Election Observers 

was the only part of the legal framework for 

the 2013 general elections and the 

 
 
12

 Multiple references, e.g. paragraph 21. 
13

 The Human Rights Commission of Pakistan has been 

monitoring elections in Pakistan since 1988. The HRCP 

worked on monitoring elections as early as 1993. See, e.g., 

reference to HRCP’s efforts, National Democratic Institute, 

“The 1993 Elections in Pakistan,” pp. 13-14.:  

<https://www.ndi.org/files/226_pk_93elections.pdf>  

recently-held local elections in which 

election observers were directly 

referenced.14 The Code of Conduct outlines 

a number of responsibilities for election 

observers, such as adherence to Pakistani 

laws, maintenance of political impartiality 

and the requirement to display ECP-issued 

identification badges. Yet, it did not 

articulate any rights for observers beyond 

their “right to ask any questions and to 

clear any query.”15 For example, it was not 

clearly outlined that observers have a right 

to be physically present in polling stations 

on election day or during other election 

processes, such as candidate nomination 

scrutiny, counting and consolidation of 

results, or election tribunal proceedings. A 

provision in the Code of Conduct also 

requires observers to follow instructions 

from the ECP and state authorities. If 

interpreted literally, this provision 

compromises the independence of 

observers. Independence for election 

observers not only means independence 

from political parties and candidates, but 

also from government and election 

officials.16 

 

A clearer and more detailed articulation of 

observer rights in the legal framework, 

whether through legislative or regulatory 

changes, would better establish and 

protect the rights of observers. This would 

also help Pakistan to give legal effect to its 

election-related commitments under the 

ICCPR, according to authoritative 

interpretation, which, as discussed above, 

calls for “independent scrutiny of the voting 

and counting process.”17 The rights of 

 
 
14

 This section focuses on the federal legal framework for 

elections. It should also be noted, however, that the legal 

frameworks for local government elections in Balochistan, 

Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa, Punjab and Sindh similarly do not 

reference election observers beyond ECP-issued Codes of 

Conduct.  
15

 “Code of Conduct for Election Observers,” 7. 
16

 See, e.g. “Declaration of Global Principles for Nonpartisan 

Election Observation and Monitoring by Citizen 

Organizations,” 21(e). Available at:  

<https://www.ndi.org/files/DOGP-Citizen-Orgs-ENG.pdf> 
17

 UN Human Rights Committee, ICCPR General Comment 

25, paragraph 20. 
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observers would be more firmly protected 

and less open to regulatory or 

administrative changes if provisions for 

election observation were included in 

federal legislation. 

 

RECOMMENDATION: The legal framework 

be amended to establish and protect the 

rights of observers, including their ability to 

gain access not only on election day, but to 

pre- and post-election day processes.  

 

ACCREDITATION 

In addition to the legal provisions, the 

framework for election observation is 

further set out in administrative procedures 

and guidelines outlined by the ECP. This 

includes handbooks for temporary election 

officers, such as District Returning Officers 

(DROs), Returning Officers (ROs), and 

Presiding Officers (PrOs), as well as the 

recently-developed draft Standard 

Operating Procedures for Domestic 

Observer Organisations covering Election 

Process on Polling Day (draft SOPs).   

  

The 2013 election handbooks usefully 

describe the roles and responsibilities of 

election observers vis-à-vis election 

officials. The 2013 DRO Handbook, for 

example, positively describes observers as 

having the right to observe all stages of the 

election process, including pre- and post-

election processes.18 Accreditation 

procedures, however, appear to be solely 

envisioned for observers who observe 

polling and counting processes on election 

day.19 This creates an open question as to 

how, or whether, observers should present 

themselves during pre- and post-election 

processes. 

 

Positively, in November 2015, the ECP used 

its discretion to develop draft SOPs for 

citizen observers’ accreditation, consulting 

with observer groups for the development 

of the SOPs. However, the SOPs envision 

 
 
18

 ECP, “Handbook for DROs,” p. 14. 
19

 See, e.g., ECP, “Handbook for DROs,” p 41; and Draft 

SOPs, paragraph 5. 

accreditation of citizen observers only for 

the polling day and require the PrOs to sign 

each observer’s accreditation badge, which 

are then collected and returned to the ECP 

by the observer organisations.20 Such a 

practice could easily be abused. For 

example, PrOs could refuse to sign observer 

accreditation badges on election day 

perhaps in an attempt to influence 

observers’ findings. This could compromise 

the objectivity of observers and weaken the 

accuracy of their reports.21  

 

RECOMMENDATIONS: Election Commission 

of Pakistan to develop administrative 

procedures and guidelines to ensure 

observers are permitted access to observe 

pre- and post-election processes, whether 

through early accreditation of long-term 

observers or an alternate procedure. 

 

The Election Commission of Pakistan to 

continue consultations with citizen 

observer groups regarding regulations and 

procedures relevant to observation, 

including accreditation.   

 

THE RIGHT TO INFORMATION AND 

TRANSPARENCY 

The Right to Information that is necessary 

for comprehensive observation of elections 

is insufficiently protected under the federal 

law. Article 19A of the Constitution of 

Pakistan, adopted in 2010 by amendment, 

establishes the constitutional right of 

Pakistani citizens “to have access to 

 
 
20

 Draft SOPs, paragraphs 7, 10. 
21

 The ECP could alternatively require PrOs to keep an 

official log of all observers, candidates, party agents and 

journalists that visit their polling station, which would likely 

be less open to abuse and ultimately provide the ECP with 

stronger election day information. 
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information in all matters of public 

importance subject to regulation and 

reasonable restrictions imposed by law.” 

This Right to Information is supported by 

the federal Freedom of Information (FOI) 

Ordinance of 2002, which sought “to 

facilitate and encourage, promptly and at 

the lowest reasonable cost, the disclosure 

of information.”22 However, the FOI 

Ordinance gives the Federal Government 

the ultimate power to decline the 

disclosure of any records when it is deemed 

to be in the “public interest.”23 The FOI 

Ordinance does not require federal bodies 

to take a proactive approach to making 

information easily available. This limits the 

ability of election observers and citizens to 

seek and receive information. Thus, the 

ordinance does not provide an adequate 

basis for transparency and is inconsistent 

with Article 19A, as well as authoritative 

interpretations of the ICCPR and CAC, as 

discussed above.24  

 

Perhaps the most important type of 

election information relevant to election 

observers is results data. However, legal 

provisions regarding time limitations on 

results processes as well as the display and 

publication of full polling station results 

data are limited, leading to inadequate and 

delayed access to detailed information on 

results for observers. (This is discussed 

below in greater detail). 

 

Specific transparency measures that are 

included in various Pakistani election laws 

and regulations, such as the publication of 

certain types of election information and 

making copies available for a fee, are 

particularly relevant to election 

observation. Other legal provisions on 

transparency may also be useful for 

election observers in assessing election 

 
 
22

 FOI Ordinance, 2(ii). 
23

 FOI Ordinance, Article 8(i): “Any other record which the 

Federal Government may, in public interest, exclude from 

the purview of this Ordinance.” Please note it is not explicit 

in the law if the provision also applies to the ECP.  
24

 UN Human Rights Committee, ICCPR General Comment 

34, paragraph 19; and CAC, Article 13.  

processes. For example, the publication of 

statements of assets and liabilities of 

elected members of parliament are 

required by the Representation of the 

People Act (ROPA);25 the Conduct of 

Election Rules provides for public 

inspection of election expenses 

documents;26 and the Delimitation of 

Constituencies Act provides for the 

publication of lists of electoral 

constituencies.27 Nonetheless, the 

publication of other key electoral 

information, such as voter registration 

statistics and turnout data, is not protected 

in the legal framework.  

Additionally, there are no provisions in the 

legal framework for elections mandating 

the publication of electoral information 

online. Beyond a few types of information 

that must be published in the Official 

Gazette (such as the election schedule, the 

list of electoral constituencies, the list of 

validly nominated candidates and the 

names of returned candidates) or publicly 

posted, the current framework gives 

considerable, perhaps excessive, discretion 

to the ECP to determine what and how 

election information is published or 

otherwise made available. 

RECOMMENDATIONS: Federal Parliament 

to amend the legal framework to include 

proactive transparency requirements for 

government bodies, including the Election 

Commission of Pakistan, and a reduction in 

the Federal Government’s power to decline 

disclosure.  

Federal Parliament to review transparency 

measures in the legal framework and 

identify 1) additional types of election 

information, including detailed results 

data, that could be explicitly required for 

public disclosure, and 2) modernised 

methods for publication, including online 

publication.  

 
 
25

 Representation of the People Act (ROPA), 1976, Article 

42(A)(2). 
26

 “Conduct of Election Rules,” rule 32(1). 
27

 DCA, Article 10. 
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PRACTICAL ISSUES IMPEDING EFFECTIVE 

OBSERVATION 

Beyond the legal and administrative 

framework issues discussed above, there 

are some additional practical areas of 

concern that impact the ability of citizen 

observers in Pakistan to conduct their work 

effectively. These concerns include 

administrative burdens, refusal of access 

to election facilities and processes, 

security concerns, and poor election 

information transparency practices.  

 

This section includes insights from dozens 

of individuals surveyed by DRI who have 

served as citizen election observers 

throughout Pakistan during recent 

elections.28  

 

ADMINISTRATIVE BURDENS 

Citizen election observation is a complex 

endeavour. Recruiting, training and 

managing the observation activities of 

hundreds or, sometimes, thousands of 

observers is no small feat. When observer 

groups encounter administrative burdens, 

the logistical complexities of observation  

 

 
 
28

 For the purpose of this paper, DRI undertook a non-

scientific survey to obtain illustrative examples of issues 

faced by observers in accessing various electoral processes. 

The survey had a total of 200 respondents, including short- 

and long-term observers affiliated with FAFEN, HRCP and 

DRI’s election researchers who reflected on experiences 

with accreditation, and the degree of and issues regarding 

access to observe various parts of the election process.  

can become even more challenging and 

threaten the effectiveness of the work. 

 

In recent elections, observers in Pakistan 

have faced significant administrative 

burdens during accreditation. In the 2013 

general elections, for example, the ECP 

introduced a requirement late in the pre-

election period stipulating that observers 

must individually sign pledge forms in order 

to receive accreditation, and the ECP did 

not adequately prepare for the production 

of accreditation badges. Without a system 

in place, the ECP relied on an ad hoc 

arrangement in which FAFEN produced the 

accreditation badges for all observers 

(international and citizen) and journalists. 

The pledge requirement and accreditation 

badge production demands diverted 

resources and attention of FAFEN and other 

observer groups in the final days of the pre-

election period.29 Positively, the ECP 

subsequently engaged in consultations 

with observer groups and created draft 

SOPs for accreditation, as discussed above. 

Similarly, between the first and second 

phases of the 2015 local government 

elections in Punjab and Sindh, the ECP 

introduced a requirement just one week 

before election day requiring citizen 

observers to individually obtain an 

undefined “police/agency/security 

clearance” prior to accreditation. While the 

 
 
29

 For a description of these events, see, e.g., EUEOM, “Final 

Report,” Pakistan 2013, p. 42.  
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requirement was ultimately rescinded a few 

days later, the resources and attention of 

observer groups were again diverted in the 

final days of the pre-election period, as 

FAFEN and other observer groups launched 

a media campaign to push back against the 

requirement.30 Both of these instances 

demonstrate 1) the value of having clearly 

defined procedures for observer 

accreditation that are established well in 

advance of election day and 2) the burdens 

that can be imposed on observers by late 

changes to administrative processes. 

 

In addition to these high-profile examples 

of centralised problems, citizen observers 

frequently report administrative 

complications with accreditation at the 

local-level, with individual DROs refusing or 

significantly delaying the issuance of 

accreditation.31 Several observers surveyed 

by DRI reported having not received their 

accreditation cards at the time of 

observation. They cited causes that 

included overwhelmed election officials, 

insufficient (or absence of) instructions 

provided to local election officials, and loss 

of or mishandling documentation. Others 

reported simply never receiving a reason 

from election officials for their refusals. 

 

Other administrative burdens reported by 

observers include instances of election 

officials and local authorities prohibiting 

the use of mobile phones by observers in 

polling stations. Efficient collection and 

analysis of election day observation data by 

observer groups is hampered by such a 

prohibition, and the observation itself is 

weakened if observers must exit polling 

stations to place a call or send a text 

message. 

 
 
30

 For a copy of the letter and description of these events, 

see, e.g., DRI, “Punjab Local Government Elections 

Assessment,” p. 46,. 
31

 For example, in the second phase of 2015 local 

government elections in Punjab and Sindh, FAFEN reported 

that approximately nine per cent of its observers (139 of 

1,528 individuals) could not deploy on election day due to 

the non-provision of accreditation cards. See FAFEN, “Local 

Government Election Phase-II, Preliminary Observation 

Report, Sindh and Punjab,” pp. 7-8.  

RECOMMENDATION: Accreditation 

processes be reviewed to mitigate the 

placing of unnecessary administrative 

burdens on observers and be fully 

established and communicated well in 

advance of elections. 

 

ISSUES OF ACCESS 

Citizen observer groups frequently report 

instances of observers being denied access 

to observe various election processes.32 The 

surveyed observers reported instances of 

being denied or partially denied access to 

several election processes, including (but 

not limited to) training of election officials, 

boundary delimitation, candidate 

nomination, appeals on candidacy 

decisions, ballot printing, polling scheme 

development and distribution, election 

material distribution, vote counting, results 

consolidation, return and storage of 

election materials, computer-based data 

entry of results and other polling data, 

candidate expenditure filings, ECP-led 

complaint resolution processes, and 

Election Tribunals. No survey respondents 

reported being wholly denied access to 

polling stations during opening and voting. 

It should also be noted that some observers 

reported being granted access to all 

election processes discussed in the survey; 

yet, the frequently reported denials of 

access demonstrate that observers 

continue to face obstacles in their work and 

inconsistencies in officials’ implementation 

of ECP guidelines, which expressly permit 

observers access to all stages of the 

election process. 

 

SECURITY CONCERNS 
In some recent elections, security concerns 

have led observer groups to decide not to 

 
 
32

 For example, FAFEN reported 155 such incidents during 

local elections in the provinces and in Islamabad. See 

observation reports by FAFEN, such as FAFEN, “Local 

Government Election 2015: Observation Findings and 

Recommendations.” 

<http://fafen.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/FAFEN-

Local-Government-Election-Report-2015.pdf.> The EU EOM 

in 2013 also reported a few cases where security staff or 

election administration personnel limited the access of EU 

EOM observers.  

http://fafen.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/FAFEN-Local-Government-Election-Report-2015.pdf
http://fafen.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/FAFEN-Local-Government-Election-Report-2015.pdf
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deploy observers to certain parts of 

Balochistan and FATA.33 This has resulted 

in gaps in observation coverage and, as a 

result, comprehensive information on 

electoral processes was not collected in 

these areas. 

 

While noting that there are real security 

concerns in election processes, some 

observers expressed concerns that election 

officials and other authorities have used 

security issues to justify denying access to 

observers in certain circumstances. 

Multiple observers told DRI that security 

officials they encountered during 

observation were unfamiliar with the rights 

of observers, including being unaware that 

observers could be permitted to observe all 

stages of the election process, including 

counting and consolidation of results.  

 

RECOMMENDATION: Enhanced training and 

information be provided to election officials 

at all levels, as well as law enforcement and 

other relevant security service personnel, 

on the rights and role of election observers. 

 

ELECTION INFORMATION TRANSPARENCY 

Effective election observation relies on 

timely and accurate information from 

multiple sources, including political 

parties, parliament, national and local 

government officials, media outlets, courts, 

law enforcement agencies, and, most 

importantly, the ECP. Observers rely on this 

information not only to inform their 

substantive assessment of election 

processes, but also to inform their 

organisational efforts. 

 

However, as discussed earlier, Pakistan’s 

legal framework for elections only requires 

the ECP to make certain types of electoral 

information public in the Official Gazette, 

 
 
33

 For example, during the general elections in 2013, the 

security concerns in Balochistan and FATA hindered the 

mobilisation of observers by FAFEN in these areas. See EU 

EOM, “Final Report, Pakistan 2013.” Similarly, no 

observation of the local elections in Balochistan in 2013 

took place by citizen observer groups. See, e.g., DRI, 

“Election Assessment Mission Report, Balochistan,” 2013.  

and only in certain formats. This leaves a 

considerable amount of discretion to the 

ECP on what information to make available 

to observers and the wider public and in 

what formats to do so. While the ECP has 

taken steps to improve its website and 

make key information about elections 

available online, there remains a large 

amount of information that the ECP 

chooses not to post online or make 

available to observers.34 

 

Such poor election information 

transparency practices in Pakistan make 

the work of election observers much more 

challenging and less effective. Two specific 

types of information warrant further 

attention: the polling scheme and results 

data.  

 

Polling Scheme 
The polling scheme is of particular 

importance to election observers. 

Observation groups rely on the polling 

scheme to help determine where to deploy 

observers for election day, which for groups 

who utilise sophisticated observation 

 
 
34

 For example, the ECP released the final vote totals for all 

contesting candidates in the 2013 general elections on its 

website, but only released the names of returned 

candidates in the more recent 2013 and 2015 local 

government elections. Also, the ECP decided not to release 

gender disaggregated turnout data, despite collecting this 

information since 2013 in an effort to combat the practice of 

local leaders colluding to prohibit women from voting. 

However, it released gender disaggregated data on voter 

turnout for local elections in Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa, albeit, 

several months after the elections. Other election 

stakeholders also have problematic track records in terms 

of election information transparency. For example, despite 

having a regularly updated website dedicated to the 2015 

Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa local government elections, the 

website included an out-dated version of the Election Rules. 

See DRI, “Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa Local Government Elections 

Assessment, Final Report,” 2015 p. 17. <http://democracy-

reporting.org/newdri/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/dri-

pk_kp_local_government_elections_assessment_v1.5_en_2

016-03-23.pdf> More egregiously, the Balochistan and 

Sindh Provincial Governments did not publish online any 

version of their Election Rules for their respective local 

government elections in 2014 and 2015. See DRI, 

“Balochistan Local Government Elections Assessment, Final 

Report,” 2014, p. 12; and DRI, “Sindh Local Government 

Elections Assessment, Final Report,” 2016, p. 17. 

<http://democracy-reporting.org/newdri/wp-

content/uploads/2016/05/dri-

pk_eam_si_report_v1_en_2016-03-10.pdf > 
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methods can involve statistically rigorous 

randomised sampling. Once the 

deployment plan is developed, information 

from the polling schemes, such as total 

registered voters at each polling station, 

serves as baseline information against 

which the groups’ analytical teams can 

assess the findings of their observers on 

the ground and use it to conduct quality 

control on incoming data. For these 

reasons, having an accurate and timely 

copy of the polling scheme can be of critical 

importance to effective observation 

efforts.35 

 

Results Data 
The role of election observers as a check 

against election fraud, either through 

detection or deterrence, is perhaps most 

important during the consolidation of 

results. As observers are present during 

voting and counting, they are well 

positioned to compare the results they 

directly observe at the polling station-level 

with official results that are later 

announced or posted online. The 

effectiveness of this scrutiny of results, 

however, depends on results data being 

released that is disaggregated to the 

polling station-level. An observer’s 

gathering results data at the polling 

station-level is not as valuable to the 

observation effort if no data is later 

released at higher levels against which it 

can be compared. Unfortunately, the ECP 

has not established processes to centrally 

collect36 and publicly release this polling 

station-level data in recent elections.  

 

The current procedural arrangements for 

the counting and consolidation of results in 

 
 
35

 Indeed, not having an accurate copy of the polling scheme 

may lead to inaccurate election observation findings. In 

2013, late localised changes to the polling scheme led 

observers to inaccurately report instances of voter turnout 

greater than 100 per cent in some polling stations. For a 

description of these events, see, e.g., the EUEOM, “Final 

Report, Pakistan 2013,” p.43. 
36

 The ECP took steps to improve the process of centrally 

recording and transmitting results data to the ECP for the 

elections in 2013 but this was not implemented effectively, 

according to the ECP’s Post-Election Review Report. 

Pakistan do not include other potential 

data collection techniques to strengthen 

the integrity of results processes and 

further empower election observers to 

serve as a meaningful check on the 

process. In many countries, for example, 

polling staff are instructed to count and 

record on forms not only the ballots cast 

and remaining ballots, but also the number 

of voters checked in on the voters list and 

the number of counterfoils. In many cases, 

polling staff are also required to conduct 

simple, logical mathematical tests to 

ensure, for example, that the number of 

ballots cast added to the number of ballots 

remaining uncast at the end of the day is 

equal to the number of ballots that were on 

hand at the opening of polls. In addition to 

serving as a check on the initial count, such 

procedures generate meaningful data that 

can be used by higher-level election 

officials and observers to detect any 

irregularities. 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS: The Election 

Commission of Pakistan and other election 

stakeholders to review their current 

election information transparency 

practices and use their existing authority to 

establish enhanced processes for the 

proactive public release of election 

information. 

 

The ECP and other stakeholders should 

establish processes for central collection 

and public release of polling station-level 

results and reconciliation data. 

 

Consideration should be given to revising 

counting and consolidation procedures and 

forms to collect additional types of polling 

station-level data and establish stronger 

internal and external checks on the 

process. 
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