National Elections Commission Press Notes – 18 May 2005

Elections Update 
· Registered Voters Reach Million Mark After Third Week

Following the third week of voter’s registration up to 1 million Liberians are now estimated to have registered to cast their ballots in the 11 October Elections. As stated previously, these are incomplete figures which are updated regularly throughout the day as reports continue to come in to Monrovia. The National Elections Commission (NEC) is optimistic that as there are still a large number of sites from which data has not been received these figures may well swell beyond this landmark in the coming days. In a press briefing yesterday, Chair of the Commission, Cllr. Frances Morris-Johnson, highlighted the high numbers, underscoring that they spoke for themselves and should be considered before any hasty and unfounded speculations. “More than 950,000 are registered and others are obviously willing to continue doing so despite the 12 hours that some people are allegedly walking”, she added.  
The Voters Registration process will end this Saturday 21 May as scheduled.
· Women Registrants Reach 47 Percent

At the end of week three women’s registration increased to 48 percent.  In that week they represented more than 54 percent of all registrants. After the first period they made up 25 percent of the registered voters, rising to 42 percent in the second. The NEC continues to call on eligible women to register and hopes that by the end of the exercise they will at be as equally represented as men if not more. In addition, the majority of registrants fall within the 32-18 age group making up 52 percent of all registrants. Forty one percent of all registrants are from Montserrado followed by Nimba with 12 percent,  Bong eight percent and Marghibi accounting for another 8 percent.

· Registration Locations Will Now Process Up To 3,000 People Per Centre

Based on the excellent response in many areas where some centres have now reached their quota of 2,000 persons per location, as provided for in the Voters’ Registration Regulations, the NEC decided last week (11 May) to increase the maximum number of registrants per location.  Until 21 May when the voter registration exercise ends, centres which are near to others will be provided with materials to register an additional 500 applicants - bringing the total numbers allowed there to 2,500.  In isolated areas, where it is not possible for applicants to be redirected elsewhere, the NEC has permitted such centres to register a total of 3,000 applicants.

· Liberia to Get New Electoral Districts

Yesterday afternoon the National Elections Commission issued its Guidelines for the Establishment of Electoral Districts in Liberia.  These guidelines, issued for the 2005 Elections, draw on the 2004 Electoral Reform Law, according to which Liberia must adopt a first past the post electoral system that relies exclusively on single-member districts to elect members by simple majority to the House of Representatives. This law also states that it is not necessary to allocate seats accordingly.  Further it specifies that 64 seats shall be distributed among 15 counties on the basis of the number registered voters in each country, provided no county receive less than two seats.  In addition, no electoral district shall cross a county boundary while districts will be contiguous wherever practicable.

Based on the guidelines, after the number of registered voters in each county has been tabulated, the total number of registered voters for all counties as well as the population quota can be established. Two seats will be automatically allocated to each county, irrespective of the number of registered voters in that county - taking care of 30 of the 64 that will be distributed. The remaining 34 are going to be allocated on the basis of the relative number of registered voters in each county.  Only counties with the requisite quotas will be awarded any of these 34 seats each time it achieves a quota. 
According to the guidelines, for the House of Representative Elections, NEC will also establish 64 electoral districts from amalgamated units of voter registration centres based on the tabulated number of persons registered to vote at each centre. The primary criterion for the establishment of districts will be the total number of registered voters in a given county.
The Commission will publish the final electoral districts on or before 15 July.
To date the NEC has also issued: Guidelines for Political Parties and Independent Candidates; Guidelines on Coalitions and Alliances; Voter Registration Regulations as well as Observer Guidelines and Code of Conduct.
· NEC Calls on IDPs to Register and Increase Their Numbers

Internally displaced persons (IDPs) currently make up five percent of total registrants, with 71 percent opting to vote in their counties of origin.  Thirty two percent have opted to vote in Lofa, 11 percent in Gbarpolu and 10 percent in Bomi .

As provided for in the Voters’ Registration Regulations, IDPs have the choice of registering in their camps to vote either in their counties of origin or, to cast their ballot on Election Day in a polling centre near to their camps. Should they, however, opt for their counties of origin, then these IDPS will have to return home to vote on Election Day. 

The NEC wishes to reiterate that while the return of IDPs to their home counties is always desirable in any given case scenario, and not just for the sake of elections, it also recognizes that they this may not always be possible. This is why there two options for registration are available. The Commission is therefore concerned by media reports that imply that although IDPs can register in camps they can only vote by returning home or that they can only register if they are going to vote in their home counties.  Based on the Voters’ Registration Regulations this is inaccurate.  The NEC nevertheless continues to call on IDPs to exercise their basic right as citizens and register to vote using any of the two options available to them. 
· Registration Staff to be Paid at End of Voter Registration Exercise
The National Elections Commission wishes to confirm that all voter registration staff will be paid for their services at the end of the registration exercise and will receives salaries that cover 29 days of employment.

· NEC Affirms Election Date and Other Timelines

The National Elections Commission (NEC) continues to be encouraged by the enthusiastic response to the process which registered close to 800,000 people in the first two weeks and seems poised to comfortably pass the million voters threshold in the coming days. It underscores, as conveyed in its statement on 13 May, that there will be no extension of the exercise beyond 21 May. 
The Commission reiterates its statement of Friday 13 May and once more states that the framers of the Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) set October as the month for national elections, as set out in Liberia’s 1986 Constitution. No one therefore has the authority to call for a change to this date as this would require amending the said Constitution, the Comprehensive Peace Agreement and the 2004 Electoral Reform Law. 

Regarding other key timelines leading to Election Day, the Commission would like to underscore once again that the NEC, and no one else, is the only body vested with the authority to effect any changes to established schedules, if required. The Commission once again reaffirms the electoral time table released by it.
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