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Context &
Background
In the run-up to the 2021 Local Government
Elections (LGE) in South Africa, the Ahmed
Kathrada Foundation (AKF) facilitated the
accreditation and training of [number of
Observers who were accredited] Election
Observers of which, [number of Observers
who were deployed] were effectively deployed
to carry out their mandate on the 1st of
November 2021.
Election Observers play a crucial role in
ensuring that elections are transparent, free,
and fair and that the outcome is accepted by
voters, political parties, and candidates.

According to the United Nations, election observation is a valuable tool for improving the
quality of elections, as:
“Observers help build public confidence in the honesty of electoral processes. Observation can
help promote and protect the civil and political rights of participants in the elections. It can lead
to the correction of errors or weak practices, even while an election process is still under way. It
can deter manipulation and fraud, or expose such problems if they do occur. When observers
issue positive reports, it builds trust in the democratic process and enhances the legitimacy of
the governments that emerge from elections.”
AKF Observers showed great commitment to South Africa’s constitutional democracy and, in
the interest of safeguarding and strengthening our democratic processes and institutions, 24
of the Foundation’s Observers submitted comprehensive reports which detail the voting and
counting proceedings at numerous voting stations.

connect with us @kathradayouth

2021 OBSERVER REPORT PREPARED BY THE AHMED KATHRADA FOUNDATION

Voting Stations
Katlehong
Thembelihle
Orlando East
Ennerdale
Lawley
Tembisa
Lawley Extension
Lehae
Ferndale
Atteridgeville
Orange Farm
Protea Glen
Zola 1
Johannesburg CBD
Klipspruit West
Princess, Roodepoort

It is on the basis of these submissions, each of which offers an impartial account of the
proceedings and happenings during both voting and counting, that the AKF has complied this
report. The section below outlines an account of the 2021 LGE in general terms. Here, a broad
reflection is presented in relation to the extent to which the election and its outcomes can be
determined as having been constituted by a free and fair process. This interpretation has been
generated with regard for the efficiency, competency, and impartiality of those involved in the
oversight and management of the electoral process and further considers the conduct of those
who hold a stake in the election’s outcomes. Thereafter, this report outlines some of the most
concerning goings-on that were reported by AKF Observers and further provides an account of
how they were (mis)handled and/or addressed by IEC Officials. Finally, this report puts forward
a number of recommendations as is seen fit by the Foundation. It is expected that the IEC will
take these recommendations into serious consideration while planning for the next election
and while deliberating the most effective, unbiased, and inclusive management thereof.
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The reports that were submitted to the Ahmed
Kathrada Foundation by its accredited Election
Observers indicate, with overwhelming
certainty, that the 2021 Local Government
Election has been free and fair. That is, despite
having raised a number of unignorable
concerns around the management of voting
stations, the competency of IEC staff, the
handling of disputes, and shortfalls in the
operative functioning of the electoral process,
among other things, the overarching findings
put-forward by AKF Observers approve that, in
most cases, the voting and counting
procedures were adequately administered as
governed by the official standards and proper
practices set out in the Electoral Act No. 73 of
1998.

As such, these observations indicate that the election results reported in areas where AKF
Observers were deployed can be trusted and should be respected by all stakeholders as
outcomes that are indicative of a free, fair, and democratic election.
Most notably, all voters who presented themselves to cast their ballots at voting stations where
their names appeared on the voter’s roll were permitted to vote and were not barred from
participating in the electoral process. That said, multiple AKF Observers reported instances
involving would-be voters who claim to have registered but were turned away as a result of their
names being absent from the voter’s roll. This is suggestive of a weakness in the voter
registration system in terms of it not having properly registered eligible voters and/or not having
properly accounted for suitably registered voters. Additionally, numerous would-be voters were
reportedly excluded from casting their ballots because they had presented themselves to vote
at voting stations within Wards where they are not registered. Procedurally, granted they have
presented themselves at a voting station within the bounds of the Metropolitan, District, or
Procedurally, granted they have presented themselves at a voting station within the bounds of
the Metropolitan, District, or Local Municipality that they are registered to vote in, these wouldbe voters should have been permitted to cast a Proportional Representative ballot and not the
Ward Councillor ballot.
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Regrettably, many of these persons were turned away without having cast their Proportional
Representative ballot. This is indicative of a failure on the part of the IEC to ensure that its staff
are fully competent and knowledgeable of proper procedure. That said, the number of would-be
voters who experienced these particular obstacles do not – as per AKF’s discretionary
estimation – make-up a number great enough to have made any significant dent in the outcome
of the election results of both Wards and Municipal Councils. Nonetheless, these particular
obstacles may have infringed upon the right to vote, as is due to all eligible persons, and as
such, cannot be overlooked nor dismissed as unworthy of recourse. the Municipal Office.
Broadly speaking, aside from a few noteworthy inconsistencies and shortfalls that require the
implementation of proactive remedies, the conduct of most IEC Officials and staff can be
commended on the basis of it having adhered to proper procedure and ethical practice in
relation to the effective management and oversight of voting and counting stations, election
materials, and staff. Likewise, the conduct of stakeholders such as political party members,
contesting candidates, voters, and party agents was largely deemed as unproblematic and
appropriate in and around most of the voting stations where AKF Observers had been deployed.
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Points of
Concern
Although the overarching assessment that can be read
from the reports submitted by AKF’s Election Observers
in relation to the 2021 LGE can be described,
objectively, as indicative of a free and fair election,
there are a number of concerns that have been raised.
These concerns have been outlined in the sections
below and it is our expectation that the IEC will
proactively respond to and remedy these issues.

Shortage of IEC staff:
In 7 reports, AKF Observers highlighted the fact that
there were no IEC Conflict Coordinators on site at the
voting stations where they had been deployed. When
disputes did arise in these stations, Presiding Officers
and their deputies were made to intervene and
generally, did so with relative efficacy. That said, 3 of
our reports highlighted that the Presiding Officers did
not respond well to conflict and became engaged in
argumentative and disrespectful conduct instead. While
this is indicative of some Presiding Officers not being
well-equipped to deal with conflict, it must be
emphasised that these mishandled disputes occurred
at voting stations where IEC Conflict Coordinators were
not available to properly manage tensions and
disagreements.
Some of the reports that were submitted by AKF
Observers further indicated that there were no queue
walkers on duty. Resultantly, queues were not properly
managed, social distancing was not adhered to,
pensioners were not prioritised, and voters who had not
brought their ID documents were only made aware of
their oversight when being turned away after having
waited in the queue for extended periods.
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Inefficient functioning of the VMD system:
For starters, some of the Foundation’s Observers reported their having witnessed
significant delays to the voting process as a result of technical glitches involving the
new VMD system. The slow and/or unresponsive functioning of these devices stagnated
the process and resulted in long and unmoving queues as well as the late closing of voting
stations. This proved detrimental to the counting process as it was significantly delayed at
some counting stations – hindering the cognitive energy and capacity of staff and officials who
are mandated to carry out an incredibly important task. One Observer report also indicated that
the stagnation of queues resulted in a small number of voters leaving before having cast their
ballots.
Moreover, whether a result of technical glitches or other phenomena surrounding the improper
registration of voters, a few AKF Observers further reported that these devices did not display
the names of a small portion of would-be voters who, in turn, were deemed unregistered and
ineligible to vote despite their claims to the contrary.

Improper conduct of Ward candidates and party agents:
It has been reported by an Observer who was stationed at the OR Tambo High School voting
station in Katlehong that “Ward candidate Isanco” (Ward 108) arrived at the voting station to
cast his ballot with a cohort of his supporters. When other candidates arrived with similar
intentions, candidate Isanco complained and “chased away other parties”. Moreover, he is
alleged to have “made-up his own rules about the process and forced the Presiding Officer to
allow unregistered people to vote”.
In another instance, one of AKF’s Observers has reported that a Party Agent was actively talking
to voters about their party inside of the voting station. The Presiding Officer at this particular
voting station failed to address the misconduct and did not reprimand the Party Agent.
Additionally, one party agent in Lawley Ward 127, voting station No. 32862326, is reported to
have put pressure on an elderly voter (to vote for the Party Agent’s organisation) who required
assistance with understanding the ballot. This was done in the presence of the Presiding Officer
and Observers. Fortunately, the Presiding Officer reacted to this misconduct by reprimanding
the Party Agent.
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Proper procedure not followed by IEC Staff:
According to 5 separate reports that were submitted by AKF Observers, all of whom were
stationed at different voting stations, Presiding Officers in those stations were seen to be
aiding voters who required assistance in casting their ballots without allowing Party Agents
nor Observers to witness the process. An additional 2 reports that were submitted by AKF
Observers who were stationed at different voting stations indicate that the Presiding Officers
and Party Agents assisted voters who required help understanding the ballot but actively
excluded Observers from bearing witness to the process.
According to 2 separate reports that were submitted by AKF Observers who were stationed at
different voting stations, the Presiding Officers who managed those stations disallowed the
Observers from taking photos within the station despite the fact that the IEC explicitly states
that photographs are allowed so long as those photos do not infringe on the right that voters
have to cast a secret ballot. Similarly, another Observer reported that she was made by the
Counting Officer to turn off her phone during the counting process and was not allowed to
capture images of the process.
One report indicated that IEC Officials arrived to the voting station late and did not wear
identification.
In another instance, the special votes that were collected during home visits were transferred to
the main ballot box without the double envelope system being properly adhered to. Here, the
envelopes that were added to the ballot box are those which had the details of the voter written
on them. This failure to follow proper procedure effectively denied those voters the right to vote
with secrecy as the identities of the voter who casted those ballots would have been revealed to
those involved in the sorting and unfolding of ballots during the counting process.
In Sa-Block Community Center 1185 N, voting station No. 32862641, the ballots were only
counted once and the result was not consolidated by the undertaking of a second count.
Roughly 15 voters in Protea Glen Ex 16 Ward 135, voting station No. 32871326, are reported to
have returned home without being able to vote as they were made to wait for the MEC7 Forms
which were not on hand at the voting station. When the forms did not arrive for an extended
period of time the voters left.
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Recommendations:
With regard for the observations made by the AKF’s Election Observers, and in light of
additional challenges faced at an organisational level by the Foundation’s coordinating
team, the following recommendations have been determined as potentially beneficial to the
strengthening and safeguarding of South Africa’s democratic processes and institutions:
Support, capacitate and grow a larger network of Election Observers:
There is a pressing need for more Observers to oversee future elections in South Africa. Nearly
all of the Foundation’s Observers reported that they were the only election Observers present at
the voting stations where they were deployed and, in some cases, experienced election officials
are reported to have confessed to our Observers that it is the first time they have had an
Election Observer on site. In ensuring that a far greater number of Observers assist in the
oversight and monitoring of future elections, the IEC must engage more proactively with various
organisations and groups to encourage them to help facilitate and field a significantly larger
number of Observers. The IEC should also implement far-reaching civil education programmes
in an effort to encourage individuals in communities across the country to perform the Observer
function. Moreover, the IEC must offer more tangible forms of support to both individual
Observers and the organisations that facilitate and coordinate teams thereof. This can be done
by way of, among other things, providing more extensive and ongoing training for Election
Observers, creating a standardised template for Observers and organisations to file reports,
capacitating organisations with training materials and facilitation resources, building an online
framework for Observers to communicate with each other and report on their observations, and
by providing training and experience-related accreditation incentives that encourage individuals
to perform the Observer function.
Improve and streamline the Electoral Process:
Flaws, faults, and/or shortfalls in the electoral process, even where incidents are entirely
isolated, need to be taken seriously and addressed with great comprehension by the IEC. For
starters, the IEC, in collaboration with all stakeholders, needs to conduct extensive research in
order properly identify and understand any faults, flaws and/or shortfalls that may have
weakened the electoral process. Upon doing so, the IEC must, in collaboration with all
stakeholders, develop and implement proactive and effective measures of mitigation in order to
ensure that these flaws, faults and/or shortfalls are adequately addressed.
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The AKF’s own observations highlight a need for the electoral process to be
improved and streamlined in relation to the proper functioning of the VMDs and
Voter’s Roll systems. The 2021 LGE marks the first occasion where VMDs have been
used in the management and operation of voting process. The technical glitches and
faults reported in relation to these devices must be addressed and comprehensive backup
measures must be developed in order to ensure that if any of these devices are compromised
or subject to fault during future elections, all electoral staff are properly equipped to implement
effective backup plans in a timeous manner. These backup measures must be designed to
mitigate against disruptions and delays to the electoral process and to ensure that no eligible
voter is excluded from participating as a result of any technical glitch.
Moreover, there is a need for the IEC to properly capacitate every voting station with the
necessary staff on election day. Queue walkers and IEC Conflict Coordinators must be on site at
all times in order to assist in the proper functioning of voting stations. It is our belief that the IEC
should further capacitate itself with mobile staff and Station Monitors who would be mandated
to travel to and between stations in order to ensure that all are functioning properly and are
adequately capacitated and to capacitate under-capacitated stations where necessary. Queue
walkers should also be equipped with the necessary skills and tools that would enable them to
confirm the registration status of those who are lining-up to vote. This would mitigate against
unregistered persons having to wait until they reach the front of the line before being turned
away. As such, it is reasonable to assume that this would also mitigate against antagonisms
and disputes between unregistered persons and IEC staff.
Implement far-reaching voter and civic education programmes:
The AKF’s ongoing engagements with young people and communities across South Africa,
alongside a generally low voter turnout and our observations surrounding a sense of unknowing
among citizens on the importance of registering to vote as well as the procedures that cater for
registration, highlight the need for urgent interventions in the form of far-reaching voter and
civic education programmes. The IEC should, on an ongoing basis, work with partner
organisations in ensuring that citizens are aware of the purpose of elections, how elections
work, and how they can participate in elections, among other things.
Implement extensive and ongoing training for IEC Staff, Electoral Officials, Security Services
and politically organised stakeholders:
As a matter of inescapable necessity, IEC Staff, Electoral Officials, Security Services, and
politically organised stakeholders as well as all other persons and entities involved in the
functioning and facilitation of the electoral process, must be invited to participate in extensive
and ongoing training programmes on the electoral process and all of its intricacies and
governing principles. Training for these persons and entities cannot only be offered immediately
before the election itself. These trainings must be extensive and must be conducted on a
regular basis – be there elections on the horizon or not – in order to ensure that the electoral
processes functions with absolute competency, the highest level of integrity, and respect
for democratic principles and values.
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