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‘40 YEARS OF COMMONWEALTH ELECTION OBSERVATION: EVOLVING, RESPONDING, 

INNOVATING’ 
 

   Symposium and Expert Forums 
15 September – 21 October 2020 

 
 

BACKGROUND 
 
2020 marks 40 years of Commonwealth Election Observation, while 2021 marks 30 years 
since the first Commonwealth Guidelines on international election observations were 
adopted. These milestones present a unique opportunity to review and commemorate the 
Commonwealth’s work in international election observation and how it contributes to the 
promotion of democracy in member countries, in order to strengthen its value and 
impact.  The theme for the first Commonwealth Democracy Day Symposium and Expert 
Forums is ‘40 Years of Commonwealth Election Observation: Evolving, Responding, 
Innovating’.  
 
Symposium  
 
The Symposium, held over two days, offers an opportunity to reflect on the 
Commonwealth’s Electoral History and Evolution, and ultimately, to learn, improve and 
adapt as necessary, thereby ensuring the Commonwealth’s leadership in this field. 
Following keynote address given by the Commonwealth Secretary-General, a High Level 
Panel composed of eminent Commonwealth figures will share experiences and insights on 
the evolution of democracy promotion in the Commonwealth. The session on Day Two will 
provide an overview of the key electoral trends over the last 40 years. 
  
Expert Forums  
 
The Expert Forums will pick up from where the Symposium left off. A series of four expert-
driven sessions will provide the opportunity to delve deeper into the key trends and 
contemporary challenges to elections and international election observation.  
 
Conference papers capturing the expert presentations and discussions, and established and 
emerging good practice highlighted over the course of the Symposium and Expert Forums 
will be produced. All sessions will be streamed on Facebook Live.  
   



   

 

            PROGRAMME1  
 

 
TUESDAY 15 SEPTEMBER 2020 

 
14:00 – 14:10 Opening Remarks 

 

 Martin Kasirye, Adviser and  Head, Electoral Support Section, Governance 

and Peace Directorate, Commonwealth Secretariat 

 Luis Franceschi, Senior Director, Governance and Peace Directorate, 

Commonwealth Secretariat 

 

 
14:10- 14:20 Keynote Address 
 

 The Rt Hon Patricia Scotland QC, Commonwealth Secretary-General  

 

 
14:20 – 16:00 Symposium I: High Level Panel – Reflecting on the Commonwealth’s 

Electoral History and Evolution: Personal Perspectives 
 
Overview:  To mark 40 years of Commonwealth election observation, our High Level 

Panel will offer their personal reflections on some of the pivotal moments 
that helped shape today’s Commonwealth Observer Group (COG) missions. 
Panellists will reflect on the factors that led to the first observation missions, 
and how the Commonwealth responded to the shift towards multiparty 
democracy. They will reflect on the negotiations surrounding the first 
observation Guidelines in 1991, the role played by COG Chairs, the 
significance of the 1994 South African election, the increasing focus on 
political inclusion, and some of the newer trends in election observation in 
recent years.  

Panellist 

 Dr Lawrence Gonzi, Prime Minister of Malta (2004-2013) 

 HE Dr Goodluck Jonathan, President of the Federal Republic of Nigeria 
(2010-2015) 

 HE Bruce Golding, Prime Minister of Jamaica (2007-2011) 

 Ms Zainab Bangura, Director-General of the United Nations Office at 
Nairobi 

 HE Mmasekgoa Masire-Mwamba, Deputy Secretary General of the 
Commonwealth (2008-2014) 

 Dr Rajendra Prasad QSO, Commonwealth Special Envoy to Lesotho 
(2014-2016) 

 
Moderator:  Stuart Mole OBE, Special Assistant to the Commonwealth Secretary-General 

(1984–90); Director, Commonwealth Secretary-General’s Office (1990–2000). 
  

 
 
  

                                                      
1 All stated times are in British Summer Time (BST) 



   

 

 
WEDNESDAY 16 SEPTEMBER 2020 

 
12:00 – 14:30 Symposium II: Key Electoral Trends Influencing the last 40 years 
 
Overview:  Over the last 40 years, the way in which elections are conducted has been 

transformed: emphasis on representation and inclusion has grown, 
technology and the internet are reshaping electoral processes and 
campaigning, and there have been significant development in the legal 
frameworks and bodies governing elections.   
 
These changes have brought opportunities and challenges, particularly to 
those countries establishing their democratic institutions following 
transitions to multiparty democracy. This panel will explore the trends and 
look at how previously dominant issues have been managed, while other 
issues have emerged or evolved. It will also look at the role of international 
organisations and the donor community and how this can be improved going 
forward. 

Panellist 
 

 Dr Kwadwo Afari-Gyan, Chairman, Electoral Commission of Ghana (1993-

2015) 

 Olufunto Akinduro, Senior Programme Officer- Elections (Africa and West 

Asia), International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance 

(International IDEA), Nigeria 

 Hon. Sana Ullah Baloch, Member of the Balochistan Provincial Assembly, 

Pakistan 

 Lomcebo Dlamini, Human Rights Lawyer, Eswatini 

 Dr Eric Kwa, Secretary of the Department of Justice and Attorney 

General, Papua New Guinea 

 Dr Lisa Ann Vasciannie, Lecturer, University of West Indies, Mona, 

Jamaica. 

Moderator:     
Amitav Banerji, Director and Head, Office of the Commonwealth Secretary- 
General (2000-2008), Commonwealth Political Director (2009-2015) 

 

 
WEDNESDAY 23 SEPTEMBER 2020 

 
15:00 – 16:45 Expert Forum I: Challenges to Contemporary International Election 

Observation 
 
Overview:  This Expert Forum presents an opportunity to consider core criticisms of 

international observation, such as the brevity of observer deployment, 
limited number of observers, lack of substantive coordination with citizen 
observers, failure to scrutinise new election technologies and weaknesses 
associated with a lack of post-election follow-up for fundamental electoral 
reforms. In addition to these challenges, the COVID-19 pandemic has 
exacerbated existing difficulties and impacted the ability of international 
organisations to deploy election observation missions in line with existing 
methodologies.  This session will examine the challenges and opportunities 
for strengthening the contemporary election observation for the future. 



   

 

 
Panellist 

 Cynthia Barrow-Giles, Senior Lecturer in Political Science, The University 

of the West Indies, Barbados  

 Chris Cobb, Vice President, Commonwealth Journalist Associations, 

Canada  

 Patrick Merloe, Senior Associate and Director for Election Programmes, 

National Democratic Institute, US 

 Regina Opondo, Chair, Elections Observation Group (ELOG) and Executive 

Secretary, Constitution and Reform Education Consortium (CRECO), 

Kenya  

 Marcella Samba-Sesay, Chairperson, National Election Watch, Sierra 

Leone  

 
Moderator:  Dr Paikiasothy Saravanumuttu, Executive Director, Centre for Policy 

Alternatives (CPA), Sri Lanka  
 

 
WEDNESDAY 30 SEPTEMBER 2020 

 
09:00 – 10:45 Expert Forum II: Examining Trends: Representation and Inclusion 
 
 
Overview:  Increasingly, over the last 40 years, Commonwealth Observer Groups have 

provided recommendations on the challenges of inclusion, participation and 
representation.  This Expert Forum seeks to examine the trends, address the 
gaps and leverage Commonwealth good practice to contribute to the 
aspirations of SDG 16 ‘broadening and strengthening representation and 
participation’. Discussions will reflect on how best to accelerate the 
implementation of international, continental, regional and national 
commitments to strengthen meaningful participation and inclusion of 
women, young people, persons with disabilities and other marginalised group 
in political processes 

 
Panellist 

 Susan Grey, Executive Director, femLINKPACIFIC, Fiji 

 Terry Dale Ince, Organizational Development Consultant, CEDAW, Gender 

and Human Rights Advocate, Trinidad and Tobago 

 Samson Itodo, Founder and Executive Director, Yiaga Africa, Nigeria 

 Ahmed Mohamed, Chairperson, Maldives Association of Persons with 

Disabilities (MAPD), Maldives 

 
Moderator:  The Honourable Maryan Street, Minister of Housing (2007-2008), New Zealand 

 
 
  



   

 

TUESDAY 8 OCTOBER 2020 

 
15:00 – 16:45 Expert Forum III: Rule of Law, Conflict Sensitivity and Elections 
 
Overview:  Elections present a critical opportunity or process to establish and underline 

the Rule of Law. It is because of the contentious nature of elections that it 
exposes underlying tensions and can escalate issues such as human rights 
abuses which presents a threat to peace and stability. There needs to be a 
holistic response to conflict sensitivity and the rule of law strategies which 
will play a critical role in mitigating conflict around the electoral space, 
ensuring elections are credible in accordance with commonwealth 
values and, where an election result demand a peaceful transition of 
power, it is important that adherence to, and respect for, the rule of law are 
in place and that conflict sensitive approaches are engaged with all relevant 
stakeholders.  

 
Panellist 

 Radhika Coomaraswamy, Former Under Secretary General and The Special 

Representative on Children and Armed Conflict, Sri Lanka  

 Dr Simon Munzu, United Nations Secretary-General's Deputy Special 

Representative for Côte d'Ivoire (2014-2016), Cameroon 

 
Moderator:  Justice James Munange Ogoola, Former Principal Judge of the High Court of 

Uganda 
 
 
WEDNESDAY 21 OCTOBER 2020 

 
14:00 – 15:45 Expert Forum IV: Electoral Technologies and Social Media: Truth and Trust 

in the Digital Age 
 
Overview:        The credibility of an election has always depended on the trust stakeholders 

have in the management and administration of the electoral process, and 
the ability of citizens and politicians to engage in constructive national 
discourse. This session will explore the impact of electoral technologies on 
citizens’ trust in the electoral process, and the challenges and opportunities 
for countries considering adopting them. The session will also consider the 
impact of social media – in particular disinformation and hate speech – on 
elections and on democracy more broadly, including the various legislative 
and regulatory approaches to dealing with these issues, as well as the impact 
of disinformation and hate speech on political inclusion and participation.  

 
 Panellist 

 Dr Kushal Pathak, Director, ICT Election Commission of India 

 Melanie du Plessis, Manager, Business Systems, Electoral Commission of 

South Africa 

 
Moderator:  Dr Ian Brown, Former Professor of Information Security, Oxford University, 

UK 
 
ENDS 


