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Voters’ Registration Ends on Schedule – Registrants Easily Pass Million Mark

The nationwide voters’ registration exercise ended last Saturday (21 May) with approximately 1.2 million eligible Liberians now registered to vote on 11 October. These figures are still incomplete as the numbers of registrants for weeks three and four are still coming in from the various centres around the country. The National Elections Commission (NEC) Data Centre expects to complete processing all registration forms in two weeks time.

Based on concrete data that is currently available, so far 38 percent of registrants are from Montserrado, 14 percent from Nimba, eight percent from Bong and another eight from Margibi. Women now account for 48 percent of all potential voters and represented 53 to 54 percent of all registrants during the last two weeks. Sixty three per cent of all registrants are aged between 18 and 38. Internally displaced persons IDPs currently make up five percent of all registrants with 71 percent of that group opting to register to vote in their county of origin.

According to reports from the various offices, several centres experienced long lines in the final days with registration hours extended on Saturday in some places until 11:00 p.m. to accommodate all Liberians including IDPs who were queuing to register. 

Returnee Registration Begins

Yesterday, Monday 23 May, the special voter registration for returnees began.  The process will last for 2 weeks until Saturday 4 June.  Any Liberian refugee who returns to Liberia after the formal registration process concluded on Saturday, 21 May will be able to register to vote with the County Magistrate as long as they are in possession of a United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) Voluntary Repatriation Form stating they returned after last Saturday.

Sensitization of refugees began the last week in April when the NEC with support from IFES and UNHCR, fielded missions to Guinea, Sierra Leone, Cote d’Ivoire and Ghana. Teams visited refugee camps in these countries, engaged community leaders, held face-to-face discussions with the residents of camps and distributed posters as well pamphlets on the special returnee voter registration exercise. In addition, radio stations in the four countries disseminated messages aimed at informing Liberian refugees about the options available for them to register to vote and encouraging them to come home.
Voter Registration gets Green Light From Observer Group
Following an assessment of the voter registration process, a visiting observer delegation from the International Republic Institute (IRI), the National Democratic Institute (NDI) and the Carter Center that arrived in Liberia on 16 May, issued a statement last Saturday commending the National Elections Commission (NEC) for a successful voter registration exercise.  They were pleased with the overall process stating that voter registration staff members in the various counties visited were dedicated and diligent in the operations of their centres.  They also noted that Liberians were registering without fear or threat and were well informed about the voter registration process. In conclusion, former United States Ambassador, Robert Gribbin, who headed the delegation, told the press last Saturday that, “We find that the electoral process now underway exceeds by far the 1997 exercise in terms of fairness and inclusiveness.”  
Payment for Voter Registration Staff Begins Today

The payment of voter registration staff salaries began today. As stated previously all persons employed in the process will be paid for 29 days. 

Writ of Mandamus Calling for Extension of Voter Registration Dismissed   
                by Supreme Court
Yesterday (23 May), the Supreme Court of Liberia dismissed a Writ of Mandamus brought against the NEC by a petitioner in an attempt to make the Commission extend the already completed voter registration exercise.

Mandamus is an extraordinary writ commanding an official to perform a ministerial act that the law recognizes as an absolute duty and not a matter for the official’s discretion.  It is used only when all other judicial remedies fail. The NEC Chair, Councillor Frances Johnson-Morris as well as Commissioners Elizabeth J. Boyenneh and James K. Chelley, were called in conference by an Associate Justice of the Supreme Court to determine whether the writ could force an extension of the already completed voter registration exercise. 
The petitioner informed the court, that although he resided in Montserrado County, he had been unaware of voter registration until 20 May. Moreover, he alleged that the NEC's failure to provide a transmitter to the Liberian Broadcast system necessitated the Writ of Mandamus.  The NEC's counsel successfully argued that the petitioner had no standing and in the absence of any statutory obligation the NEC could not be brought to court for failure to provide that which they had no obligation to provide. 
In the rebuttal phase, the petitioner informed the court of the NEC's inability to repatriate people - an argument that was equally unsuccessful. Finally, the Associate Justice decreed that no writ would be issued and warned the petitioner to cease and desist from filing frivolous lawsuits aimed at stalling the process.
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