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Background 
The National Election Watch has observed the July 5th 2008 Local Council Elections and deployed 
3200 accredited observers to over 3072 polling stations which is over 50% of the total number of 
polling stations established by the National Electoral Commission (NEC) for the conduct of the 
elections.  In preparation for this observation effort, NEW adopted a revised strategy focusing at 
participation and inclusion at district level that allowed for wider information dissemination.  The 
experience gained in the observation of the 2007 Presidential and Parliamentary Elections and the 
subsequent presidential run-off ensured an effective and well coordinated effort that allowed easy 
collection of check lists and retrieval of receipts for funds disbursed. NEW collaborated with other 
election stake holders to add value to the electoral process, including the NEC who made it 
possible for all our observers to be accredited, the Political Parties Registration Commission 
(PPRC) that responded to complaints from candidates, and the Independent Radio Network (IRN) 
whose effective reporting of incidents helped with problem solving during the campaign period 
and on election day. NEW was also part of the DFID conceived PIVOT election strategy meeting 
regularly with other stakeholders.  NEW’s success was largely due to careful planning and 
supervisory mechanism that were packages of the revised strategy adopted. 
 
The 2008 Local Council Elections were largely heralded as free and fair and were violence-free.  
Given the political party tensions resulting from the 2007 Presidential election that presented 
themselves in the campaign period of the Local Council Election, the local council elections were 
a testament to Sierra Leoneans’ ability to democratically voice their opinions.  However, the voter 
turn-out of 38.8% was disappointing to civil society, who engaged in a variety of mobilizing 
activities, especially regarding the promotion of female candidates and voter education. 
 

Introduction 
UNDP granted National Elections Watch (NEW) $50,000 to support its mobilization for coverage 
in the 2008 Local Council Election held on July 5.  NEW’s main purpose of observing elections is 
to ensure the electoral process is free and fair to increase the public’s confidence in the election 
how it is run, and the results.  This project involved observer coverage, media/communication, 
supervision, and transportation. Support from the UNDP allowed NEW to deploy an additional 
1000 observers and this meant their recruitment, training, deployment and supervision. It was the 
intention of NEW to deploy observers to every polling station and so the support from UNDP that 
allowed NEW to increase coverage in its observation effort was highly appreciated by the National 
Meeting of the coalition. As a result, this report takes into account all activities leading to the 
successful observation of polling day of the 2008 Local Council Elections which includes: 

• The national strategic planning meeting 
• The district meetings that followed to share outcomes of the planning meeting with the 

districts 
• Trainings and Deployment 
• Observation and reporting 

Activities 
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Strategic Planning Meeting 
 
A strategic planning meeting held on xx June 2008 in 
Kenema brought together the regional coordinators, 
secretaries and other members of the strategic 
management committee to take major decisions 
based on the available resources for the observation 
of polling day. The meeting addressed two main 
issues: 

• Outcome of the observation of update of the 
voters register process and the press release  

• Realistic planning for the observation of the 
remaining activities of the electoral process 

At this meeting resource decisions were made 
alongside allocations for the deployment of observers 

which were discussed based on NEW’s previous experiences.  Options were agreed on and a detail 
of budget allocations were then made together.   
 
The meeting, in trying to plan realistically for the observation of the remaining activities of the 
electoral process, noted the following challenges: 

• Inadequate resources to deploy an observer in every polling station  
• Some coalition organizations have less resources and this affects proper coordination 
• The absence of banks in some districts hinders direct transfer of funds to those districts and 

can cause delay in the movement of funds 
• Difficulty in accessing the riverine terrains during the raining season for the observation of 

the polling day, especially for priority polling stations that are randomly selected through 
the computer system 

• Capacity of some district coordinators to effectively coordinate their districts 
 
The following options were then discussed and decisions taken considering the challenges, 
especially the available resources: 

a) Priority Polling Stations – The strategy was agreed upon to have observers in a sample of 
500 randomly selected polling stations text into a data base responses to selected questions 
on the check list for an immediate statement 24hours after the close of counting that would 
be representative of the national picture.  The meeting acknowledged the value this could 
add to the observation process, but noted the implications associated with it, such as the 
need for scratch cards for the observers to text in the information, the data base 
management, transportation to and the supervision of the sample stations and the gratuity to 
pay the observers. 

 
b) Incident Reporting – The meeting agreed that this strategy helps with problem solving on 

the polling day. A district incident reporting coordinator located in each district receives 
reports from observers of incidents and refers such reports to the relevant authorities for 
redress, since observers are not expected to interfere with the process.  This strategy 
equally requires scratch cards, training and gratuity to the incident reporting coordinators. 

 



 5

c) Entering Details of Check Lists into a Data Base – The meeting accepted that though this 
activity slows down the reporting process, yet it enables accurate reporting and allows 
collation across various questions when done properly. 

 
d) Use of T-Shirts – every accredited observer would be issued with a T-shirt which is unique 

and identifiable.  The T shirts would be part of the kit that would be distributed during the 
training sessions beginning with the national training.  All the logistics of the kit including 
checklist, manual, extra paper, incident report forms and pen would be available to any 
accredited observer at the time of training.  

 
e) Number of Trainers and Supervisors –   A number of trainers was agreed on based on 

number of observers for training in each district.  Supervisors were also allocated in this 
manner.  These numbers are available in Table 1 below.  As each of these positions has a 
financial requirement it was important to get agreement on this at the Kenema meeting so 
that appropriate budgeting could be done to resource these positions. 

 

Decisions 
It was agreed with consensus that all the options were valuable to the observation process.  It was, 
therefore, decided that all the options should be embraced in the process but that the coverage of 
polling stations should be tailored to be accommodated by the available resources. After discussing 
several parameters for polling stations to be observed it was decided that coverage at district level 
should be determined by the following factors strictly in sequence: 

• All sample polling stations must have observers 
• There should be an observer in every ward 
• Wards with independent candidates  
• Wards that are highly contested 

 
The Regional Coordinators were responsible to follow up with the District Coordinators to ensure 
that the decision tree was followed.  The meeting further decided on district allocation of 
observers, set dates for the national training of trainers; district level training of trainers and 
training of observers, and assigned specific tasks to the regional coordinators, district coordinators 
and the secretariat staff to address action points. This meeting was to be followed by district level 
meetings to share the outcomes and information as well as to adapt the decisions to individual 
district situations. 
 
With further interaction and an offer from UNDP to support more observers, we were then able to 
ensure we could have enough observers, one for every polling station.  A table was drawn up to 
show the deployment plan and allocations of supervisors and trainers as agreed per district.  With 
the additional resources this was then sent to each of the Regional Coordinators to share and 
discuss with the District Coordinators as it offered different numbers to each district and therefore 
their own decision making was affected.   
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NEW Deployment Strategy 
 

   
National Elections Watch ( NEW ) - Training Plans at District Level for 2007 Presidential & Parliamentary Elections    

                                  
ACTIVITI

ES Bo Bonthe 
Bonthe 
Ils Moyamba Pujehun Tonkolili Bombali Koinadugu 

Port 
Loko Kambia Kenema Kono Kailahun West   Totals 

District 
Meeting     
( 
Recrute
ment ) 

22-
Jun 23-Jun 23-Jun 24-Jun 22-Jun 21-Jun 22-Jun 23-Jun 24-Jun 24-Jun 23-Jun

21-
Jun 22-Jun

21-
Jun     

No. of 
trainers 
district 
level 8 2 2 8 8 8 8 8 8 4 8 8 8 16 2 104 
No. of 
superviso
rs 10 3 3 8 8 8 8 8 8 5 8 8 8 19 5 112 
No. of 
observer
s to be 
deployed 245 61 42 168 127 184 231 218 232 144 264 226 211 500 150 2854 
Polling 
Centres 245 64 42 180 143 198 261 213 263 141 278 188 183 318  2717 
Incident 
Reporter 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 2   15 
Priority 
Polling 
Station 45 9 6 25 21 34 35 28 41 25 51 34 35   494 
# of 
training 
sites 5 1 1 3 4 3 4 4 4 2 4 5 3 14     
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The original allocation was to be 2000 observers.  With the addition of the UNDP funding, NEW 
was able to make further allocations across the districts by firstly adding 30 observers to every 
district.  The next consideration was wards with independent candidates. Two additional 
observers were allocated per independent candidate. Thirty more observers were added to wards 
that were considered to be hot spots given either a highly contested ward or where violence had 
taken place previously. For every female independent candidate one observer was added to 
distribute the additional 1000 observers. 

Action Plan 
The secretariat drew up an action plan for the few weeks remaining to the election.  This can be 
found in Annex A.   The action plan indicates what the activities that had to be undertaken and 
who is responsible for initiating those activities.   
 

District Level Meetings 
Meetings were held in all the districts 
principally to share the outcomes of the 
strategic planning meeting and also 
plan for the district level activities. The 
district meetings brought together all 
the members of the district team, 
generally 10 – 12 members of 
registered civil society organizations in 
the district and representatives from 
key organizations in the district. The 
Regional Coordinator of each region 
and a representative from the secretariat 
were in attendance. The agenda for the 
district meetings included: 

• Outcomes of strategic planning 
meeting 

• District recruitment strategy 
• Training plans 
• Campaign observation 

 
In discussing the outcomes of the strategic planning meeting information was shared on: 

• The challenges of NEW 
• The agreed options/activities for polling day observation 
• Allocation of observers for each district 
• Training schedules 
• Tasks assigned to regional coordinators, district coordinators and secretariat and 
• Allocation of funds as per activities 

 
The district meetings discussed the strategy for the recruitment of observers to ensure the code of 
conduct of NEW was respected. Strategies varied from district to district depending on what 
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would work best for the district. Common with all the strategies was the use of organizations and 
chiefdom focal persons in identifying and scrutinizing the observers. In some districts interviews 
were conducted to test the capability of the observers.  
 
At the district meetings training points were identified within the district and observers from 
locations to be trained at each training point. Trainers, supervisors and district incident reporting 
coordinators were also identified. One lead trainer was identified from each district to be trained 
at the national training of trainers’ workshop. Differently from the previous election where all 
activities were undertaken by District Coordinators including the training, this time the District 
coordinators stayed in their districts to oversee the observer recruitment process .  The 
administrative function of the planning and coordinating is a huge amount of work, as is the 
training so to effectively increase the quality of our training these functions were separated.   
 

Designing Forms 
Subsequent to the Kenema meeting the Secretariat, with the decisions taken, began revising the 
manual and the forms that we used.  The manual which also includes the code of conduct for 
observers was revised according to the feedback we had received on the former and to update to 
the 2008 Local Council election.  From the previous election it was apparent that the interface 
between the incident report and the checklists needed to be changed.  What we meant is that 
there were some actions on the part of the polling station that required to be observed and 
reported on more closely by the observers so were brought into the checklist and reframed for the 
incident report.  Both of these forms were revised with the Regional Coordinators supporting this 
and with technical advise from NDI.  This was the ideal opportunity to bring in the experience 
from the previous observation opportunities.  The checklist, the texting form, the incident 
reporting forms are included in Annex B.  The printing of these forms was then undertaken and 
the document kit development began.   
 
In the document kit of which one is provided for each supervisor and each observer were the 
following:   

• One manual with the code of conduct – xx pages 
• Two checklist forms 
• Three incident report forms 
• Two white pages extra 
• One pen 
• One plastic folder 
• SMS forms to priority polling stations 

 
Additionally these kits were also provided for the trainers and the supervisors as well as three 
extra per district team.   
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Regions No. of 
Trainers 

North 36 
South 28 
East 24 
West 18 
Total 106 

Trainings 

1.  National Training of Trainers 
The national training of trainers took place at 
Mile 91 as a central location bringing together 
25 trainees. The training focused mainly on the 
observation instruments - the check list, 
incident reporting form and the SMS reporting 
form. The training manual provided the basis 
of the training and captured: 

• Code of conduct of observers 
• Relevant aspects of the electoral laws 

of Sierra Leone 
• What observers must and must not do 
• Who does what in the polling station 

and  
• Tips for observers 

 
It was a-one day training run by 4 members of civil society. Of the 25 people in attendance only 
2 had not attended a NEW training and most of the group acted in the capacity of trainers for 
NEW previously.  The secretariat and one NDI staff provided support at the training. The next 
day the training of district incident reporting coordinators was done at the same venue. 
 

2.  District Training of Trainers 
The training of district level trainers took place in each of the districts and in 6 locations in 
Freetown. The training brought on board members of the various district teams and the 
supervisors identified for each district. The regional coordinators and a member from the 
secretariat supported the district trainings that were led by the Trainer who had attended the TOT 
as above. The training was composed of three sections.  The first part and the longest part were 
dedicated to the manual and the checklist.  As the checklist was 
new, this meant there were different questions that required 
attention be paid to this.  The second part focused on the 
incident reporting.  The new form and methodology was 
introduced.  Finally the third section focused on the SMS 
texting and that form.  Trainers were paired and assigned to 
training points for the training of observers.  The total number 
of trainers was 106 and the allocation per region as in the table 
here.   

3.  Training of Observers 
The training of observers was conducted nationally in the two days prior to the polling day. 
Training points were identified in each district to reduce distance observers would cover to the 
training points.  In many instances two or three chiefdoms would be combined and identified 
observers would coverage at a central point for training.  At each location two trainers conducted 
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District 

# of Priority  
Polling 

Stations 
# of Training 

Sites 

Bo 45 5 
Bonthe 
Mainland 9 1 
Bonthe 
Island 6 1 

Moyamba 25 3 

Pujehun 21 4 

Tonkolili 34 3 

Bombali 35 4 

Koinadugu 28 4 

Port Loko 41 4 

Kambia 25 2 

Kenema 51 4 

Kono 34 5 

Kailahun 35 3 
Western 
Urban 85 10 
Western 
Rural 20 4 

Totals 494 57

the training according to the similar format that was undertaken at the district TOT’s.  Observers 
of priority polling stations were given extra training, a further 1 hour session, on how to text the 
information on their SMS reporting forms to the data base. The training laid emphasis on filling 
the reporting instruments.  The manual and the checklist were gone through respectively.   At the 
end of the training observers were allocated to their respective supervisors who in turn assigned 
observers to the polling stations they were to observe.  The deployment schedule is included on 
page xx showing how the allocation was done by district.  The original allocation of 2000 was 
augmented with the support of UNDP with an additional 1000 observers for which we are 
grateful as it allowed us to ensure we covered practically every polling centre.   
 

Accreditation and Logistics 
Each district with the support of the district team and the regional coordinator undertook its own 
accreditation with the relevant NEC office in the district.  This process went along with no 
problems unlike the last time.  Accreditation was undertaken, pictures provided and the 
appropriate identification was provided.   
 
Every observer was supplied with a checklist, 2 incident reporting forms, a t-shirt, a plastic 
folder with a pen and 2 pieces of additional paper, 
as well as the manual for observation. Priority 
polling station observers received a text message 
reporting form and their mobile phones were 
credited with top up cards on polling day to 
enable them text responses on their text message 
reporting forms.  These kits were distributed at 
the end of the observer training.  
 
At the training of observers each of the observers 
was given a first payment of Le 10,000 and told 
that upon submission of the checklist to the 
identified supervisor, an additional payment of Le 
20,000 was given.   
 

Priority Polling Stations 
These were identified quite late because NEC did 
not come up with their list of polling stations until 
the 11th hour.  The polling station numbers that 
we had been using up to that time were based on 
previous figures.  NDI did the random sample for 
NEW which was then distributed to districts just 
one week before elections, thereby creating 
difficulties for district coordinators and the team 
to identify the locations of the priority polling 
stations, especially those in very remote locations 
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that are difficult to access. However, all the districts were able to deploy to all priority polling 
stations in their districts.  
 

Incident Reporting 
It was agreed that in the previous elections 
incident reporting did not happen as 
effectively as it could although the problem 
solving mechanisms was reported to be 
excellent innovation.  With the support of 
NDI, as reported above, the incident report 
forms were redesigned alongside the 
checklist where some of the main issues 
were then centralized in the checklist.  It 
was agreed that we would strengthen the 
ability of the district incident report 
coordinator to collate and compile all the 
incidents which were reported at district 
level and a form to do this was designed.  

See Annex C for these.  A National Incident Report Coordinator, a volunteer from SLADEA 
named Christiana Baun, was recruited to support both the training of incident reporters and the 
coordination of this effort.  At the end of the day a National Incident Report coordinator 
contacted all the district coordinators and compiled the national figures on the incident reporting.  
She then prepared a table which showed the magnitude and nature of incidents that NEW had 
captured.   This was found to be much more effective way of handling incident reporting rather 
than reporting into a central database as incidents occurred.   
 
A national total of 61 incidents were reported from of which 49% were urban and 46% were 
rural and 5% undesignated.  Half of these, namely 32, were reported by the end of the first day 
through the district incident reporters.  The balance were gathered through the compilation of the 
checklists.  This is about a 2% rate of incident reports according to the total number of stations 
that NEW observed.  From Chart 1 below it noted that the largest percentage of incidents 
reported were intimidation and harassment and chaos in the station although the category other is 
20% of the total.  This usually related to local authorities being present in the station exerting 
undue influence.  Chart 2 indicates the impact of the incidents according to the observer.  It 
indicates that the impact of these incidences was for the most part to delay voting which is a 
combined B, C and D response.  Since there was not much pressure by population lining up at 
polling stations these incidents then likely wouldn’t have any major effects.  E and F were the 
incidents that were observed to compromise the integrity of the vote and it should be noted here 
that our system did catch about 10 of these types.   
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Legend for Chart 1 
A. Violence (Physical attack or destruction of 

property/materials) 
B. Intimidation (Threats of violence or other kinds of 

pressure) 
C. Improper voting procedures 
D. Improper counting procedures 
E. Harassment (Chanting or shouting or taunting) 
F. Material (Insufficient ballot or voting materials) 
G. Multiple voting  
H. Ballot box stuffing 
I. Polling station closed  
J. Observer or party agent denied access to polling 

station or counting 
K. Chaos in the polling center 
L. Other (please specify)  

 
 
    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Budgets 
Budgets were organized by region and by district and shared with each regional coordinator to 
organize with the district coordinators.  Payments were done using a quick system in the 
Commercial Bank called Salone Links to individual district coordinators where possible based 
on documentation that was sent to regional coordinators by email and signed on by district 
coordinators once received.  Two payments were made before the elections and one just after the 
elections.  Receipt formats for transport and other payments made to individuals were distributed 
through regional coordinators to district coordinators.  These were adhered to and receipts were 
agreed to be collected for the activities by the 21st of July 2008.  This has been accomplished.  
No outstanding receipts are remaining.   
 

Chart 1:  Nature of Incidents Reported 
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Chart 2:  Nature of Impact of Reported 
Incidents
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Legend for Chart 2 
A.  No impact 
B. Delayed the voting 
C. Drove people away from the polling 

station 
D. Closed the polling station for some time 
E. Compromised integrity of voting: 

secrecy, transparency, etc 
F. Compromised validity or accuracy of the 

results 
G. Other, please specify   
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Media strategy 
After each of the district TOT’s the relevant district coordinators would link to their local radio 
to talk about what they were doing and why they were doing it.  In many instances the 
community radios had allocated time to civil society and this was the allocation that was used for 
continually updating the population and civil society at district level of the plans and strategies 
that were being used.  The intention was to keep all of civil society informed about the progress 
that was being made at district level in coordinating and moving forward the observation 
process.   
 

Election Day and Follow on Activities 
Election day went without a hitch.  The trainings happened, the observers were deployed and 
incidents were reported as per the agreement.  The incident reporting mechanism worked well at 
district level as did the deployment which went without a hitch.   
 
The priority polling stations were entered into the database by text from the field and a press 
release was composed on the basis of that information and with observations by 8 civil society 
leaders.  The press release was released on Sunday at 3 pm at the SLENA.  Its contents were 
shared with the regional coordinators and the members of the secretariat who were deployed in 
various regions prior to its distribution for validation.  The rapid reporting data from which the 
press release was drawn and the press release is attached as Annex D.   
 
Overall NEW’s impression was that in most polling stations voters were properly identified by 
their voter ID cards before voting and inked after.   Also in most polling stations ballot papers 
were issued properly by NEC and voting procedures were properly conducted at the polling 
stations.  For the most part vote counting was orderly and transparent and without interruptions.  
 Although campaign materials were supposed to be removed, in a few polling stations it was 
observed that campaign materials were nearby.  Undue influence was observed in a few polling 
stations where unauthorized individuals directed voters within the polling centre or polling 
station.  On the whole, the National Electoral Commission (NEC) conducted a credible process 
for Election Day.  NEW commends NEC and the Sierra Leone Police (SLP) for their hard work 
and coordination.   
 

Post Election Survey 
It was agreed by the secretariat staff that a rapid survey would be conducted to understand some 
of the issues behind the election result.  The results of this survey would help to inform the final 
report that NEW would be writing.  This survey was conducted in each district with a total of 50 
questionnaires expected.  It covered the main issues that were thought to be of interest to NEW 
to inform the report such as voter education, turn out etc.  These surveys were done quickly and 
the filled out questionnaires brought to the national meeting.  The results of this survey have 
been shared already and are available if required.   
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Regional and National Meeting 
NEW supporting 4 regional level follow on meetings that saw 4 or 5 people invited from each 
district to conducted a follow on meeting at regional level.  At this forum two levels of 
information were provided – internal accountability and performance to the standard that we had 
set for ourselves.  Also the group was asked to respond to the available information at regional 
level to tease out the main issues and concerns at this stage.  The rapid reporting information was 
provided with the updated information from the checklists that had been collected and integrated 
into the database.   Then the regional groups were asked to comment on the information that was 
available particularly around the intimidation and harassment issues, the undue influence and the 
campaigning issues.  Feedback sessions were then collated at regional level and a national 
meeting was held on 25th July to compile the information for a final report.  The main themes 
and information for the final report were developed at this meeting and timelines agreed for 
delivery of this report in draft form.   
 

Conclusion 
The observation and reporting effort was highly successful and NEW was again acclaimed as the 
leading domestic observation instrument in the country that can produce results. Besides only 
observing the process and reporting, NEW added value to the electoral process, increased the 
confidence of the electorate to participate and accept the outcome of the results. NEW is a 
member of the civil society coordination mechanism for Electoral Activities as well represents 
civil society on the Basket Fund Steering group.  These indicate the respect that NEW has earned 
over the last three electoral process.  Due to our spread, NEW was also able to contribute to 
making the polling day largely violence free. NEW was, however, concerned over the low 
turnout of voters as reported by NEC 38.8%.  Also NEW is concerned by the unopposed wards 
and the amount of intimidation and harassment that was experienced in various locales around 
the country.   
 
NEW is grateful that with support from UNDP, NEW was able to train and deploy additional 
observers, provide their transportation and supervise them. With this success, NEW has the 
intention to observe the post election activities, especially to follow up on complaints, offenses, 
and observe the petition cases in the courts. This will ensure that NEW fulfills its ambition of 
observing the entire electoral process and contributes significantly to the development of 
democracy in Sierra Leone.   
 


