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Executive Summary

This survey finds that

· A significant number (37%) of potential voters are not registered as voters.

· 50% of respondents have not received any voter education at all.

· There is a worrying level of lack of awareness of the proposed electoral reforms. Only 17% of the people interviewed are aware of these reforms.

· A slight majority (54%) is not supportive of the powers the reforms give to the President to appoint the chairperson of the Independent Electoral Commission.

· Most Zimbabweans want their fellow Zimbabweans abroad to be allowed to cast their votes.

· Given the problems encountered during the presidential election in 2002, when large numbers of people were unable to cast their vote, most respondents are not supportive of the idea to limit voting to one day.

· Opinion is almost split on the intended use of transparent ballot boxes, with 53% of the respondents in support.

· An overwhelming majority (73%) is in favour of counting ballot papers at the polling stations at which they would have been cast.

· While a majority (51%) says the reforms proposed would level the playing field, 46% also say AIPPA and POSA should be repealed.

· Over half of the respondents interviewed report electoral offenses, with violence and intimidation being the most prevalent.

· 64% of all the people interviewed are not in favour of the opposition boycotting the elections if their reform demands are not met. Further analysis shows that 54% of those who indicated they are MDC supporters do not favour an election boycott.
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Introduction

Since the year 2000 Zimbabwe has been at the centre of the world’s attention. The rejection of the draft constitution resulted in the land occupations and the most closely fought election in the history of this country. In 2002 came the presidential election and with it arguably the best voter turnout since the 1980 election. For the first time in the history of elections in this country the voting period was extended due to the large number of people who had not cast their vote by the end of the initial two day voting period.

Both elections had their share of controversy but at the root of all the discussion that was generated was the issue of the state of the electoral playing field. The parliamentary election resulted in a total of 37 court cases that challenged the outcome. In addition the 2002 presidential election results are themselves a subject of litigation. To date none of these cases have been finalized. 

As Zimbabwe heads for the 2005 parliamentary election, the issue of a level playing field has again been thrust into the limelight. The MDC began the “sparring” by submitting a fifteen point petition demanding the leveling of the playing field. Later condensed into five key demands, these were:

1. Restore the rule of law

2. Restore basic freedoms and rights

3. Establish an independent electoral commission

4. Restore public confidence in the electoral commission, and

5. Restore secrecy to the ballot

ZANU-PF, as if to pull the rug from under the feet of the MDC, then announced its intention to introduce “key” changes to the electoral system. The ruling party proposed the setting up of an independent electoral commission whose chairperson would be a presidential appointee, voting in one day, the use of transparent ballot boxes and the counting of votes at the polling stations at which they would have been cast.

Subsequent to this political maneuvering the SADC held a meeting in Mauritius where the regional body came up with principles and guidelines for democratic elections. Primarily, these guidelines say that member states should ensure full participation of their citizens in the political process. In a further twist to the whole issue the MDC suspended its participation in all elections in the country until government adopts the SADC principles and guidelines.

Methodology

This survey was conducted during mid August. Two districts in each province, apart from the provincial capitals were randomly selected for questionnaire administration in each province. Further, two wards were also randomly selected in each of the two districts per province. Questionnaires were divided among these stratifications on the basis of their population sizes. The sample was as follows:

Province

Desired sample

Achieved sample

Harare



197



200

Bulawayo


  70



  72

Mash east


116



  78

Mash Central


103



  25

Mash West


126



128

Mat North


  72



  72

Mat South


  67



  23

Midlands


151



106

Masvingo


136



108

Manicaland


162



119

Total



1200



931

Questionnaire administration was stopped by “War veterans” in two wards in Murehwa District. Youths also disrupted questionnaire administration in Mashonaland Central. In Matebeleland South and Midlands, questionnaire administration could not be completed because the team deployed to those provinces had a car accident during the closing stages of the fieldwork. Some questionnaires in Masvingo and Manicaland were deemed unreliable and were therefore excluded form the final sample. 

A total of 46% of those interviewed were male while 54% were female. Questions were asked in the local languages spoken in the areas sampled. Three teams each with a team leader and five Enumerators were utilized for this exercise

1. Voter registration

Figure 1: Voter registration by province
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Q. Are you a registered voter?

A total of 37% of respondents say they are not registered as voters. This is indeed a disturbing figure considering that the registration exercise has been on going for some time. It is even more disturbing considering the proximity of the 2005 parliamentary election. If the trend remains the same, what this means is that over a third of eligible voters will not cast their votes in the forthcoming elections.

Provincially, Matebeleland South and Manicaland have the greatest need in terms of the registration process. It is incumbent upon the Registrar General’s office therefore to expedite this process.

Table 1: Voter registration by age

Voter registration
Yes
No

18 – 24 years
36%
64%

25 – 34 years
66%
34%

35 – 44 years
81%
19%

45 – 54 years
88%
12%

55 + years
80%
20%

Q. Are you a registered voter?

The age analysis shows that the majority of those affected by non-registration are aged between 18 and 24 years. Given that the opposition MDC draws the majority of its supporters from this age group, these are potentially lost votes. Significantly, these statistics may also point to an “efficiency deficiency” on the part of the Registrar General’s office. The older people are likely to have registered for previous elections while the process has become not only more difficult but also less accessible for the younger people. Significantly, this may also point to growing disenchantment with the voting process on the part of those in the younger age groups.

Table 2: Satisfaction with voter registration exercise

Age group
Satisfied
Neither satisfied nor dissatisfied
Dissatisfied

18 – 24 years
63%
12%
23%

25 – 34 years
65%
7%
28%

35 – 44 years
62%
5%
33%

45 – 54 years
66%
4%
28%

55+ years
78%
8%
14%

Q. How satisfied are you with the process of voter registration in this country?

Because a majority is satisfied with the voter registration exercise, the low registration has to be attributed to other causes and not issues such as registration requirements. We profer an argument that leans on electoral violence towards the end of this report.

2. Voter Education

Figure 2: Voter Education - National Picture
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Q. Have you received any voter education?

This question reveals another ominous sign for the electoral process in this country. Six months prior to a parliamentary election and 50% of eligible voters have not received any voter education. One issue that immediately springs to mind is the capacity of the Electoral Commission to undertake voter education. These statistics take on greater significance in the face of proposals to make the Electoral Commission, the only body allowed to carry out voter education in this country.

3. Electoral reform awareness

Significantly, only 17% of respondents are aware of the electoral reforms proposed by ZANU-PF. This pattern obtains throughout all the provinces.

Figure 3: Electoral Reform Awareness – National Picture
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Q. Are you aware of the proposed electoral reforms?

Even in urban provinces where information flows more rapidly, a majority is unaware of the proposed electoral reforms. Harare and Bulawayo only have 33% and 19% respondents respectively who are aware of these reforms. Needless to say, government has a task of ensuring that the electorate is knowledgeable about such issues. What is more significant however is the apparent lack of public consultation on issues of such national importance. Indeed the responses to the questions that followed this one make it clear, how important it is to carry out public consultations prior to major policy decisions.

4. Appointment of the Chairperson of the proposed Independent Electoral Commission

The proposal concerning the Chairperson of the independent Electoral Commission, vests the powers of appointment in the president. This question sought to find out whether such an arrangement has the support of the public in this country. 34% of respondents are in favour of the proposal while 54% are against, with the rest being undecided. The analysis below shows the provincial picture that emerged. It is significant that only in two provinces, namely Mashonaland Central and Mashonaland West do we have a majority in support of the proposal.

Figure 4: Appointment of Chairperson of Electoral Commission
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Q. In your opinion, should the President appoint the Chairperson of the proposed     Independent Electoral Commission?

It is also significant to note that even in the two provinces, opinion is almost split. Quite clearly, this is an issue that government would have done well to consult on.

5. Postal Votes

Figure 5: Postal votes
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Q. In your opinion should Zimbabweans living abroad be allowed to cast postal votes?

Whichever variable is used for analysis, the same outcome obtains. The majority of Zimbabweans believe that postal votes should be allowed. This is hardly surprising considering that for many Zimbabweans their means of survival are their relatives abroad. This point takes on greater significance in the light of attempts by government to tap the foreign exchange from Zimbabweans abroad. Even provinces that are considered predominantly pro-ZANU-PF have a majority in support of postal votes.

6. Voting in one day

Figure 6: Support for voting in one day
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Q. How supportive are you of the proposal to limit voting to one day?

Contrary to what most people might expect, the majority of respondents are not in favour of the voting process being completed in one day. Our explanation for this result lies in the experiences of the 2002 presidential election when significant numbers of people failed to cast their votes. People are not convinced that government is able to ensure voting will be completed in one day given the chaos that ensued in 2002. What this may mean therefore is that people have an active interest in casting their vote and would like ample time to do so.

7. Transparent ballot boxes

Table 3: Support for transparent ballot boxes

Province
Supportive
Neither supportive nor against
Not supportive

Harare
64%
6%
29%

Bulawayo
64%
1%
33%

Mash East
59%
1%
40%

Mash Central
28%
*%
64%

Mash West
52%
6%
41%

Mat North
54%
6%
35%

Mat South
48%
4%
48%

Midlands
43%
5%
43%

Masvingo
43%
3%
54%

Manicaland
50%
3%
41%

Q. How supportive are you of the proposal to introduce transparent ballot boxes?

This is a new concept and the discomfort normally associated with new things is evident in the responses. A total of 53% are for the idea while 40% are not supportive of it. Provincially, only Mash Central and Masvingo have a majority who are against this proposal. While much has been said about the “stuffing” of ballot boxes in previous elections, the discomfort mentioned earlier is best summed up by the following responses received in one interview: “If your ballot paper unfolds inside the box, everyone will see who you would have voted for”. The significant issue however is that the majority of respondents are in favour of this proposal.

8. Counting of ballot papers

In previous elections, there has been much that has been said about loopholes in the transportation of ballot boxes to the counting centre, which can be taken advantage of.

Figure 7: Vote counting at polling station
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Q. How supportive are you of the proposal to count ballot papers at the polling station where they would have been cast

An overwhelming majority is in support of this proposal. Interestingly, once again Mashonaland Central is the only province that has a majority (52%) that is against this proposal. Apparently, the status quo is much more appealing for some respondents here. This view could also be a pointer to the likely scenario in this province once these proposals become law. There is less likely to be tolerance for this concept, meaning implementation may be problematic.

9. Level of Electoral Playing Field
These proposals have been touted by ZANU-PF as the answer to the questions often asked about the conduct of elections in this country. On the other hand the MDC see them as just being token gestures that do not adequately address the issues they have raised. This survey sought to find out whether people thought these reforms are sufficient. We analyse this question on the basis of the level of education, as this is the variable that best explains the trend of responses.

Table 4: Satisfaction with electoral reforms

Level of education
Yes
No

Not literate
42%
24%

Primary school
48%
26%

Secondary school
55%
32%

High school
49%
39%

Tertiary
46%
43%

 Q. In your opinion, are the proposed electoral amendments sufficient to level the electoral playing field?

The overall pattern that emerges says a majority (51%) believes these reforms will level the playing field. It is significant however that 31% feel the reforms are not adequate. The above analysis shows that lack of satisfaction with the reforms increases with the increase in level of education. What this means therefore is that support for the reforms may be out of a lack of understanding of what constitutes “a level playing field”. To check this hypothesis, we asked whether respondents felt it was necessary to repeal AIPPA and POSA for the playing field to be considered level. 57% of those who considered the reforms adequate actually also believe that AIPPA and POSA should be repealed. Therefore, there are actually more people who consider the playing field uneven than who responded in the affirmative to this question.

Figure 8: Repeal of AIPPA and POSA
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Q. For the electoral playing field to be even, do you think it is necessary to repeal AIPPA and POSA?

What is also significant is the sheer majority who believe these two pieces of legislation should be repealed, their connection to the level of the electoral playing field notwithstanding.

10. Electoral Offenses

Figure 9: Prevalent Electoral Offense
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Q. Of the following, which would you say is the most prevalent electoral offense in your community?

56% of respondents admit to an existence of some form of electoral offense in their communities. This statistic alone is highly disturbing, more so that it is coming six months before the election. Going by the trend in past elections, in particular the 2002 presidential election, such offenses increase as the election draws near. It would appear therefore that things do not bode well for the 2005 parliamentary elections. Violence and intimidation are the most widely spread forms of electoral offenses witnessed. The provincial analysis registers nothing more than random variation, meaning that these offenses are occurring throughout the country with no particular geographical pattern emerging. It is our argument that this trend of violence and intimidation in Zimbabwean politics is linked to the lack of interest in voter registration.

11. Election Boycott

During the fieldwork for this survey, the MDC suspended its participation in all elections in this country pending full compliance with the SADC principles and guidelines on elections by government. Some commentators asked whether the MDC had consulted widely before reaching this decision. The graph below shows the mood of the people just prior to this decision.

Figure 10: Election boycott – National Picture
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Q. In your view, should the opposition boycott the forthcoming elections if the electoral changes they want are not met.

By an overwhelming majority, Zimbabweans would like the opposition to participate in the elections even if the electoral changes demanded are not met. The provincial analysis shows that even in provinces considered opposition strongholds such as Harare and Bulawayo, the view is the same. We argue that for most people continued participation in elections by the opposition acts as a bulwark against total dominance by ZANU-PF and guarantees that ZANU-PF is kept on its toes. In addition, electoral reform is viewed by many as a process rather than an event. Further we argue that this majority view should not be taken to mean an acceptance of the electoral system as it stands now.

In the graph below, we look at the responses to this same question among the respondents who indicated that they supported the opposition. While more MDC supporters are for continued participation, it is significant that 44% support a boycott. The MDC leadership was therefore not totally out of sync with its supporters when it arrived at this decision. On the other hand 67% of ZANU – PF supporters are against a boycott compared to 20%. Apparently ZANU – PF supporters consider opposition participation as beneficial. The question that then begs answers is whether it is for genuine democratic reasons or for merely legitimizing their continued stay in power.

Figure 11: Election Boycott – MDC Supporters
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Q. In your view, should the opposition boycott the forthcoming elections if the electoral changes they want are not met?

Focus Group Discussions Summary

A focus group discussion was held in each provincial capital at the same time fieldwork was carried out for this survey. The participants for the FGDs were drawn mainly from civil society. A range of questions were asked on such issues as the importance of elections particularly in the context of the current and proposed electoral framework We outline below, the major points that resulted from these discussions.

· Elections are important only when they are carried out in a democratic way. It is critical that elections pave the way for the meeting of the social, political and economic needs of the people, in particular the weak and disadvantaged. Participants here mentioned that women and the disabled are sidelined in the political equation of most countries, Zimbabwe included. Zimbabwean elections are turning out to be meaningless because of the environment in which they are carried out. As a result people are becoming disillusioned with the whole issue of politics. Elections do not translate into “the bread and butter issues” of the people.

· The electoral process in Zimbabwe is viewed with suspicion. The playing field is viewed as skewed in ZANU-PF’s favour. The argument presented was that the party that has a majority in government is always at an advantage. It is important therefore to craft a constitution that levels the playing field adequately so that even if the opposition were to come into power, they would not then themselves be at an advantage.

· ZANU-PF is not genuine about the reforms it has proposed. In the first instance, ZANU-PF has not voluntarily adopted the reforms but has done so only after local and regional pressure. In the second instance the reforms are piecemeal and not all encompassing. The view expressed is that ZANU-PF is prepared to go ahead with its proposed reforms because those reforms do not pose a threat to ZANU-PF’s hold on power. Since AIPPA and POSA are still in place, the opposition really does not have room to maneuver. They cannot get their message out to the people and find it difficult to counteract what ZANU-PF says about them.

· The MDC responses to the current ZANU-PF initiatives could be better. The tight ZANU-PF control notwithstanding the MDC needs to find alternative means to get its message across. It is apparent that ZANU-PF will not voluntarily give up on its hold. It is also important that the MDC engages regional leaders to explain their position. In the event that the proposed changes are implemented, the MDC may find itself without a leg to stand on because ZANU-PF may publicly appear to have freed the space and yet subtle but critical issues would not have been addressed.

· The proposed electoral reforms are welcome but they are far from being adequate. Much more needs to be put in place to ensure that the electoral playing field is indeed level.

· The proposed changes should not just pass the scrutiny of regional and continental leaders but should also be acceptable to the international community.

· The 2005 parliamentary elections represent perhaps Zimbabwe’s last chance to shed its pariah tag. Consequently no stone should be left unturned in ensuring that they are conducted in accordance with internationally accepted standards.
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		Midlands		Midlands

		Masvingo		Masvingo

		Manicaland		Manicaland
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						Yes		No

		Harare		Harare		69%		31%

		Bulawayo		Bulawayo		67%		33%

		Mash East		Mash East		69%		31%

		Mash Cent		Mash Cent		64%		36%

		Mash West		Mash West		68%		32%

		Mat North		Mat North		44%		54%

		Mat South		Mat South		74%		26%

		Midlands		Midlands		65%		35%

		Masvingo		Masvingo		62%		38%

		Manicaland		Manicaland		49%		50%
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